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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 
 
This thesis explores John Gardner’s postmodern novel Grendel (1971), which is a parodical rewriting of part of the Anglo-
Saxon epic Beowulf. The novel tells the story of Grendel, the first of the three monsters battled against by Beowulf in the 
original epic. However, Grendel subverts the traditional conventions of narration by giving voice to the monster of the story. 
The novel is an autobiographical narration by the monstrous protagonist of Grendel. 
 
In this thesis, I discuss the postmodern novel – Grendel in particular, but also the mode in general – as a monstrous text. I 
argue that the postmodern novel can be read as a monster, and that it shares in the questioning project of the monster, as 
understood as a cultural concept, and vice versa. In addition, I aim to show that both the postmodern novel and the notion 
of the monster are connected in the Bakhtinian idea and practice of the carnival and the carnivalesque literary tradition. I 
argue that the postmodern novel is a descendant of the carnivalesque tradition, and the concept of carnival consolidates the 
kinship and interparticipation between the postmodern novel and the notion of the monster. 
 
The theoretical framework of this thesis consists of three parts: the theorization of the monster as a cultural concept, the 
theory of the postmodern novel, and the concept of carnival and polyphony, the latter of which is a key to the 
interconnectedness of the three major topics. The subsequent analysis of the novel is also divided into three sections: the first 
deals with the narration and the monstrous characters of the novel, the second focuses on the topic of questioning and 
ideology, while the third takes on the carnivalistic aspect of the novel. 
 
I conclude by stating that Grendel and the postmodern novel in general can be read as a monstrous text, as a monster, and that 
the postmodern novel shares a common aim of challenging and critique with the cultural concept of the monster.  
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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 
 
Tämä tutkielma tarkastelee John Gardnerin postmodernia romaania Grendel (1971), joka on parodinen tulkinta osasta 
anglosaksista Beowulf-eeposta. Romaani kertoo tarinan Grendelistä, joka on ensimmäinen kolmesta hirviöstä, joita vastaan 
Beowulf alkuperäisessä eepoksessa taistelee. Grendel kuitenkin mullistaa tavanomaisen kerrontatyylin antamalla hirviön 
kertoa tarina. Romaanin päähenkilön Grendelin kerronta noudatteleekin omaelämäkerrallista tyyliä. 
 
Tässä tutkielmassa tarkastellaan postmodernia romaania – erityisesti Grendeliä mutta myös yleisemmin tyylisuunnan osalta – 
hirviömäisenä tekstinä. Esitän ja väitän, että postmoderni romaani voidaan lukea hirviönä, ja että se osallistuu samaan 
kyseenalaistamisen projektiin kuin kulttuurisena ymmärretty hirviön käsite ja päinvastoin. Lisäksi pyrin osoittamaan, että 
bahtinilainen karnevaalin käsite ja karnevalistinen kirjallisuusperinne yhdistävät postmodernia romaania ja hirviön 
kulttuurista käsitettä. Esitän postmodernin romaanin olevan karnevalistisen kirjallisuusperinteen jatkaja. Lisäksi väitän, että 
karnevaalin käsite lujittaa postmodernin romaanin ja hirviökäsitteen välistä sukulaisuutta ja ajatusta yhteisistä tavoitteista. 
 
Tutkielman teoreettinen viitekehys koostuu kolmesta osasta: kulttuurisen hirviökäsitteen teorioinnista, postmodernin 
romaanin teoriasta sekä karnevaali- ja polyfoniakäsitteistä, joista jälkimmäinen on avainasemassa näiden kolmen 
asiakokonaisuuden yhdistämisessä. Teoriaosiota seuraava käsiteltävän romaanin analyysi on niin ikään jaettu kolmeen osaan: 
ensimmäinen käsittelee romaanin kerrontaa ja hirviöhahmoja, toinen syventyy kyseenalaistamisen ja ideologian tematiikkaan 
ja kolmas tarkastelee romaanin karnevalismia. 
 
Päätelmänä esitän, että sekä Grendel-teosta että postmodernia romaania yleisemmin voidaan lukea hirviömäisenä tekstinä, 
toisin sanoen hirviönä, ja että postmoderni romaani jakaa kulttuurisen hirviökäsitteen kanssa yhteisen kyseenalaistamisen ja 
kritiikin pyrkimyksen. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
This thesis studies John Gardner’s novel Grendel as a monstrous postmodern novel. I argue, 
firstly, that the mode of writing named the postmodern novel shares much with or, more 
radically, shares in the cultural notion of the monster, and secondly, that the postmodern 
novel Grendel realizes this complicity and opens up the possibility of reading the 
postmodern novel as a monstrous text. The relationship between the postmodern novel and 
the cultural notion of the monster is more than analogous; rather, they share in the same 
enterprise of questioning and challenging of commonly held and naturalized, predominant 
ideas, values, and worldviews. Both find their function, as will be shown in section 2, in an 
ambivalent criticism of the prevailing human condition. I argue that Grendel provides an 
illustrative example of how the postmodern novel turns its attention to such social, cultural, 
political, and other material that can be labelled as monstrous, and how it challenges and 
subverts the structures and hierarchies that cultivate the notion of monstrosity. In addition, 
this challenge and subversion manifests itself in carnivalistic fashions, which can be 
considered peculiarly common to much of postmodern fiction, and in Grendel this 
carnivalesque element is particularly embedded in the monstrous protagonist. 
 The theoretical approach of this thesis has been divided into three parts. First, 
I will present the theorization of the cultural notion of the monster. Here, I draw particularly 
on Jeffrey Cohen’s seven theses on monstrosity as a cultural concept. Cohen’s theses explain 
that monsters in mythologies, chronicles, and narratives exist as texts to be read. Reading 
the monster sheds light on its origins in the past of monsters and cultures, and reveals the 
artificiality of the concept of the monster: monstrosity is a label given to the devious and the 
marginalized, not an essential quality of the monster’s nature. 
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 Second, I will discuss the theory of the postmodern novel. It is my aim to show 
the consistency and kinship of the postmodern novel and the notion of the monster – how 
the former shares in and foregrounds the latter. I use the theorization of several writers on 
the postmodern novel, but particularly that of Linda Hutcheon, whose articulation of the 
postmodern mode in the arts is perhaps among the most crystallizing and clear as well as 
influential. Although the postmodern novel is by no means a coherent literary category or 
genre – it opposes and questions such clear-cut categorizations – its peculiar strategies and 
devices suggest its participation in a discourse of questioning and challenge of the 
predominant cultural and other conventions and structures, a discourse included in the notion 
of monstrosity. 
 Third, the theoretical framework will be complemented by the presenting of 
two concepts theorized upon by Mihail Bakhtin. These concepts are polyphony and carnival, 
and they will be used in a somewhat intermediary role in bringing together the first two parts 
of the framework. As we will see in section 2, polyphony is a central characteristic of the 
postmodern mode of writing, and the postmodern novel is in many ways part of the 
carnivalesque continuum in literary practice. The two Bakhtinian concepts also reflect the 
challenge of the predominant order and human condition expressed in the notion of the 
monster. 
 The novel Grendel, written by John Gardner and first published in 1971, is a 
rewriting and a parody of the Anglo-Saxon epic poem Beowulf, making it thus part of what 
Livingston and Sutton, among others, call “Beowulfiana – […] that amorphous mass of 
materials that have accumulated around the poem” in a variety of forms and genres 
(Livingston and Sutton 1). In the novel, the narrating protagonist Grendel leads the reader 
through his miserable, lonely, and in many ways problematized existence at the outskirts of 
the eventually rising power of the human communities. Grendel as an outsider watches the 
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rise of man, “struggles to find his place in a world he does not understand” (Livingston and 
Sutton 3), and is torn by contradictory world-views and by his own status and condition as 
a marginalized monster and an alienated Other. 
 The key innovation in the novel is its treatment of the monster, the villain 
character of a heroic narrative, as the novel is an autobiographical tale of the monster’s life, 
by the monster himself. Thus, the novel inverts the traditional composition of the heroic 
story, including that of the original, parodied poem, and gives the power and authority of a 
narrating subject to the typical adversary. Livingston and Sutton state that “Gardner turns 
the original story [of Beowulf] upside down and inside out [...]. Gardner humanizes Grendel, 
transforming him from an animalistic creature into a sentient being with human emotions” 
(3). John Stotesbury recognizes Grendel as part of “a significant moment and trend in the 
postmodern engagement with English literary tradition”, and states that “[t]here is a self-
evident shift in focus in Gardner’s self-reflexive novel, from the identity and function of the 
heroic, represented by the original Beowulf, toward a new or renewed obsession with 
Beowulf’s demonic opponent, the monstrous Grendel” (Stotesbury 1). Thus, the focus has 
turned from the traditional hero toward his – her would be nearly as atypical as the narrating 
monster – adversary, who has typically been “treated as contra naturam, the emblem of the 
irredeemably alien” because “[t]he hermeneutical privileging of the protagonist has 
condemned his adversary to the stereotype of the ‘bug-eyed monster’” (Foust 441). 
 According to Livingston and Sutton, a great deal of the post-Gardner works of 
the Beowulfiana in fiction, film, and other forms are indebted to Gardner’s novel in their 
blurring of the division into a morally good hero and an evil monster (10). Interestingly, it 
is claimed that such blurring may also be read in the original poem, as Beowulf seems to 
receive monstrous and superhuman qualities and characterizations. The two characters, 
Beowulf and Grendel, nevertheless appear to share a closer kinship in the modern 
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Beowulfiana than traditionally held between a hero and a monster (Livingston & Sutton 10). 
In addition, and more generally, the underlying complexity of fantastic and heroic types of 
literature has been ignored due to “suppressing the hero’s latent similarity to his adversary” 
and “emphasizing their manifest differences” (Foust 441). Grendel, then, according to 
Stotesbury, “appears to insist on readings which deconstruct and decentre our perceptions of 
the heroic and the horrific” (2). 
 On the novel’s protagonist, critics have expressed descriptions parallel to this 
blurring of the division between good and evil, hero and monster. According to Stotesbury, 
Gardner’s 
Grendel, it would seem, is a monster against both Grendel’s own will and ours, 
pathetically misunderstood, the ultimate victim – Grendel is articulate, a 
thinking Outsider, and an intellectual manqué, the autobiographical narrator of 
a life spent in tragic exclusion from the closed, interior world of another 
Otherness which is as flawed in its own ways as Grendel is himself. (3) 
Grendel’s intellectual and conceptualizing capacity is also picked up by others: Grendel is 
seen as “a deeply introspective character” (Livingston and Sutton 3) and as “a very modern 
monster who carries all the freight of existentialism, self-scrutiny, parody and the vision of 
entropy that have been the chief preoccupations of the novel since Kafka” (Foust 449). It is 
from this intellectual and inner perspective that Grendel directs – in a rather fresh fashion – 
his monstrous, biting questioning and critique at the human condition he witnesses: 
according to Joseph Milosh, Grendel jests with the seriousness with which man seeks to 
understand himself (Milosh 55). In Gardner’s novel, the monster is elevated on a much more 
democratic level of agency and subjectivity through which he is able to make his statement. 
However, behind the monstrous nihilism, Grendel expresses “almost human vulnerability to 
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beauty”, as “he is repeatedly tricked into sympathy with his human victims by their poetry 
and their illusions of heroism and of love” (Foust 449).  
 In any case, Foust describes Grendel as a “chthonic being” and “a visual 
oxymoron uniting in his appearance both the human and animal realms” as well as being 
repeatedly identified with trees and the vegetable kingdom (449). As such, Grendel remains 
a monster, “the adversary of human culture, but through his eyes we see a human culture 
that is ugly and flawed” (Livingston and Sutton 3). Similarly, according to Stotesbury, 
Gardner’s “Grendel […] appears to share in our humanity, and in revealing its weakness also 
threatens to subvert it from within” (Stotebury 3). Quoting Foust, Grendel “is our chthonic 
doppelgänger, our semblable, our ‘secret sharer’” (453). 
 This thesis is organized as follows: Firstly, in section 2, I will discuss and 
explicate the theoretical framework of the thesis. Section 2.1 deals with the cultural notion 
of the monster. In section 2.2, I will present the theorization of the postmodern novel and 
consider its linkage or kinship the notion of monstrosity. Section 2.3 is dedicated to the 
Bakhtinian concepts and the ways in which they share both in the mode of the postmodern 
novel and the notion of the monster. Secondly, in section 3, I will provide my analysis of 
Grendel, resting on the framework structured in section 2. The first subsection, 3.1, will 
focus on the narrative structure of the novel as well as the narration of its monstrous 
protagonist-narrator. In section 3.2, I will discuss the monstrous postmodern challenging and 
questioning of naturalized ideology and values presented in the novel. In section 3.3, I will 
expand on the elements of carnivalesque complementing the reading of Grendel as a 
monstrous postmodern novel. Finally, section 4 will present the conclusions of the thesis. In 
this section, I will, on the one hand, reflect on this thesis, attempt to refine its potential merits 
and findings, and discuss its shortcomings and, on the other, look forward for potential 
further approaches on the topics discussed in this thesis.  
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2. THE POSTMODERN NOVEL AS A MONSTER 
 
In this section of the thesis, I will develop a theoretical framework and approach to support 
my subsequent analysis of the work under scrutiny. The framework and this section consist 
of three major subsections. Firstly, I present some of the most relevant theorization on 
monstrosity and the monster as cultural constructs. Secondly, the theorization on the 
postmodern novel is used to observe and argue for a kinship between the mode of writing 
and the concept of the monster. Thirdly and finally, I will bring into discussion some 
concepts originating in the work of Mikhail Bakhtin. These concepts, I argue, share in the 
discourse of the monstrous postmodern novel and therefore consolidate the kinship between 
the monster and the postmodern novel. 
 The theoretical discussion and development in this section will be the basis of 
the analysis in this thesis. Consequently, I have restricted the number of theoretical topics 
down to a handful of the most relevant for my analysis. All three major theoretical topics, 
the monster, the postmodern novel, and the Bakhtinian concepts, would definitely deserve a 
much more thorough contemplation than that which I am able to conduct in the context of 
this thesis. However, this very context limits the scope and depth of the analysis, and 
therefore, it has been necessary to attempt what might seem as generalisations or omissions 
of various details of interest. 
 
 
2.1 THE THEORY OF THE MONSTROUS 
 
This section aims at a compact examination of the notion of the monster and the monstrous 
as cultural categories and entities. I will discuss the nature, characterizations, and functions 
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of the monster as understood as a cultural construct, with the premise that monsters are to be 
interpreted, that their existence in narratives and literature is particularly due to their 
threatening function and what they represent. In section 2.1.1, I will discuss the monster’s 
nature as a cultural construct. Section 2.1.2 provides a brief review of monstrous 
characteristics and the monster’s tendency to resist typical attempts of characterization. 
Finally, section 2.1.3 will emphasize that the monster is actually not that alien to us, and that 
trying to understand the monster may prove to be fruitful. 
 
2.1.1 Culture of the Monster 
 
Although monsters are often famed for their habit of anthropophagy, the excess of their 
proportions, or the malice of their disposition, the core of the monstrous is not in the physical 
or mental deviations and abnormalities the beasts exhibit. The true nature of monsters 
becomes evident in the first of seven theses on monsters by Jeffrey Cohen: “The Monster’s 
Body Is a Cultural Body” (Cohen, MT 4). Cohen explicates: 
The monster is born only [...] as an embodiment of a certain cultural moment 
– of a time, a feeling, and a place. The monster’s body quite literally 
incorporates fear, desire, anxiety, and fantasy (ataractic or incendiary), giving 
them life and an uncanny independence. The monstrous body is pure culture. 
A construct and a projection, the monster exists only to be read. (Cohen, MT 
4) 
Thus, monsters cannot – or, can no longer – be seen as mythical creatures but as cultural 
entities that exist as the twisted mirror images of the human condition and cultural climate. 
As Cohen states, “[l]ike a letter on the page, the monster signifies something other than itself: 
it is always a displacement, always inhabits the gap between the time of upheaval that created 
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it and the moment into which it is received, to be born again” (Cohen, MT 4). The monster 
is a signifier of any cultural, social, political, and economic anxiety and an ideological 
articulation representing the fear, typically, of those who are in the position to establish such 
a powerful label. 
 The same notion is shared by other commentators of the monstrous discourse. 
Niall Scott states that “[t]he monster is perhaps one of the most significant creations serving 
to reflect and critique human existence” (Scott 1). Peter Dendle writes about the zombie 
from a similar premise: “Through almost seventy-five years of evolution on the big screen, 
the zombie can be read as tracking a wide range of cultural, political, and economic anxieties 
of American society”, including the exploitations of workers, natives, and nature, as well as 
the political, economic, and scientific concerns of the twentieth century (Dendle 45). Finally, 
Jay Smith discusses a monster that spread terror in the region of Gévaudan, France in 1765. 
He states that “[t]he suddenness of the beast’s rise to prominence and its equally sudden 
vanishing from public consciousness at the end of 1765 suggest that the resonance of its 
story owed much to the turbulent conditions of the moment” (Smith 4). The moment, or the 
cultural climate, was that of various scientific, religious, social, cultural, and political 
anxieties and tensions linked with factors such as war and the turbulence of worldviews in 
the period of the Enlightenment. Smith continues: “The anxieties that attended this set of 
transformations, I argue, distilled the curiosities, fears, and hopes of a wide cross section of 
the French population, creating an atmosphere in which many […] could accept, and even 
expect, the presence of a monster” (Smith 4—5.) 
 Hence, monsters are born in the contexts of cultures. They appear at times of 
transformation and unrest to feed on the socio-cultural, political and other fears. This is 
captured in the second thesis by Cohen: “The Monster Always Escapes” (Cohen, MT 4). 
What Cohen refers to is the tendency of monsters to ultimately evade attempts to capture 
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them, to return to their habitats at the margins of the world, and to reappear at another place 
and time. To use the words of Cohen: “[T]he monster itself turns immaterial and vanishes, 
to reappear someplace else [...]. No matter how many times King Arthur killed the ogre of 
Mount Saint Michael, the monster reappeared in another heroic chronicle” (Cohen, MT 4). 
Similarly, “[t]he anxiety that condenses like green vapor into the form of the vampire can be 
dispersed temporarily, but the revenant by definition returns. And so the monster’s body is 
both corporal and incorporeal; its threat is its propensity to shift” (Cohen, MT 4—5.) Hence, 
the monster evades capture and falling under control by those it haunts. Even when slain, it 
is merely banished, only to be “recycled” back to execute its function. 
 Although “[m]onsters must be examined within the intricate matrix of relations 
(social, cultural, and literary-historical) that generate them” (Cohen, MT 5), it is perhaps 
wise to not indulge in unhistoricality when studying the monstrous. This is also noticed by 
Cohen himself in another context: “The limitation of an inquiry that mainly concerns itself 
with the interplay of text with immediate historical event is that it cannot account well for 
transhistorical phenomena, such as the enduring fascination exerted by monsters” (Cohen, 
Of Giants xvi). Each respective cultural climate gives birth to or at least modulates their own 
monsters even as the monsters are veterans of many a fight with heroes from various eras 
and chronicles. Nevertheless, the monster arises from the cultural-historical protoplasm and 
takes the shape determined by the contemporary demand. 
 
2.1.2 Monstrous quality 
 
How do we recognise a monster? What is it, exactly? Ruth Waterhouse shares the beginnings 
of a definition: 
The term monster, according to the OED, suggests a range of meanings. The 
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semantic field combines various possibilities, such as the following: 
–  natural or human 
+ deformity (physical and/or moral) 
+ large size (Waterhouse 27, original emphasis) 
These are only some of the qualities and generalizations traditionally associated with 
monsters, although this characterization is, in all its narrowness, rather illustrative. 
Waterhouse continues by stating that “[t]he definitions stress that monsters are Other, as 
contrasted with the subjectivity of Self that classes them as alien in some way” (28). 
Monsters are alien to “us”, or so it would seem. 
 An eloquent structuration of a similar outlook on monsters is presented by 
Jeffrey Cohen in his fourth thesis: “The Monster Dwells at the Gates of Difference” (Cohen, 
MT 7). Cohen explicates his thesis: 
The monster is difference made flesh, come to dwell among us. In its function 
as dialectical Other or third-term supplement, the monster is an incorporation 
of the Outside, the Beyond — of all those loci that are rhetorically placed as 
distant and distinct but originate Within. Any kind of alterity can be inscribed 
across (constructed through) the monstrous body, but for the most part 
monstrous difference tends to be cultural, political, racial, economic, sexual. 
(Cohen, MT 7) 
Two major notions rise from this explication. Firstly, the monster – the monstrous body – is 
a medium of representing difference, as this difference seems to be more rhetorical or 
imagined – culturally constructed, to use the term – than anything else, and as the qualities 
and characteristics of the difference, of Other, are to be found within Self. The monster, then, 
is an outsider, and outcast with roots and origins in the conceptual centre that looks at it as 
an Other. 
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 Secondly, as monstrosity is established on difference, it is logical to ask what 
norm or design the monster is a deviation from. Kevin Alexander Boon provides a starting 
point as he states that “the etymological roots of the monstrous imply a boundary space 
between human and nonhuman (originally, human and animal) – the imaginary region that 
lies between being and non-being, presence and absence” (Boon 33). Thus, it is firstly 
difference from the standard that is called and considered as natural, and secondly from 
human qualities, or what is perceived as the set of human qualities. Boon continues: 
That which is defined as “monstrous” (and the definition of “monstrous” is 
an exclusively human enterprise) was not supposed to happen; that is, it is 
“unnatural” and as such a malformation of some universal design. 
Furthermore, that which is defined as “monstrous” threatens the purity of the 
human form as that form was intended by whomever or whatever is 
presumably responsible for that universal design. To articulate the bias 
another way — human beings are, by divine mandate, supreme in the universe 
and anything that threatens human form or status is monstrous. Examinations 
of the term’s etymological evolution and its application within literature, 
culture, and film uphold this interpretation. (34) 
What, then, is natural and part of the human form remains a matter of never-ending debate 
on numerous cultural, social, political, religious and other forums. After all, monstrosity is 
defined by those whose can perform such a power-exhibiting act within their communities, 
although the definitions may be confined by their temporal and spatial boundaries. 
Traditionally the sources of monstrosity have risen from the differences in such aspects as 
sexuality, gender, nationality, race, politics, and so on. Furthermore, monsters are often 
devious in more ways than one, and one form of difference becomes another in the process 
of making a monster (Cohen, MT 9—10). 
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 Closely related to the notion of difference, Cohen’s third thesis on monsters 
reads “The Monster Is the Harbinger of Category Crisis” (Cohen, MT 6). Monstrosity rises 
not only from difference but also from the inability to catch them in a system. Monsters “are 
disturbing hybrids whose externally incoherent bodies resist attempts to include them in any 
systematic structuration. And so the monster is dangerous, a form suspended between forms 
that threatens to smash distinctions” (6). 
 The categorisation of monsters, of course, has been attempted. In Christendom, 
the obvious notion has been to attribute the creation of monsters, like that of every other kind 
of organism, to God. From a theoretical perspective, this attribution is mythical, with 
explanatory functions and potency, in contrast with today’s monsters that are ingredients of 
fiction and fantasy. Their creation is most logically attributed to the human mind, and they 
are separated from taxonomical and other scientific systems of categorisation. This is not to 
say that the monster can no longer execute its traditional – original – function of critiquing 
the human condition. Perhaps, rather, cultures and other targets of the criticism have simply 
become more aware of it. 
 Jay Smith exemplifies the attempt to demystify the monstrous and incorporate 
it into scientific categorisation. He states that Carl Linnaeus in the first edition of System of 
Nature 
addressed the problem of the monster by categorizing and labeling famous 
exemplars (for example, the satyr and the phoenix) in an effort to naturalize 
and demystify them. The twelfth edition of this influential work, published in 
1766, actually created a distinct species called Homo monstrosus, to which 
were relegated the many vexing examples (some of doubtful existence) of 
morphological anomaly among humans. (Smith 32) 
This illustrates the attempt to categorize monsters into the new scientific system instead of 
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the old mythological one during the revolution of worldviews. In addition, monsters were 
contemplated as experimental species-to-be, or, in a sense, as missing links “that filled gaps 
in the great chain of being” (Smith 31–2). 
 However, the monster, according to Cohen, is not to be – or not easily – 
classified: “In the face of the monster, scientific inquiry and its ordered rationality crumble. 
The monstrous is a genus too large to be encapsulated in any conceptual system; the 
monster’s very existence is a rebuke to boundary and enclosure” (Cohen, MT 7). The 
avoidance of categorisation is one of the key elements for the escape and eventual return of 
the monster. As Cohen states: 
This power to evade and to undermine has coursed through the monster’s 
blood from classical times, when despite all the attempts of Aristotle (and 
later Pliny, Augustine, and Isidore) to incorporate the monstrous races into a 
coherent epistemological system, the monster always escaped to return to its 
habitations at the margins of the world (a purely conceptual locus rather than 
a geographic one). (Cohen, MT 6) 
 One of the clearest instances of the monster’s tendency to avoid and even 
deconstruct categorisation is the very traditional and popular character of the giant. In this 
context, it is relevant to discuss specifically – if anything – giants, as the eponymous 
monstrous protagonist in Grendel is likely to fit into the typical and rather general physical 
characterisation of giants. Giants as monstrous characters are by definition excessively large 
humanoids with their physical form clearly originating in that of human beings. They may 
only have one eye, as in the case of the Greek Cyclops, or other minute physical deviations, 
but essentially giants and human beings are very closely related. This is further suggested 
by David Williams’s notion of the biblical giant-king and hunter Nimrod having resorted to 
cannibalism when game ran short. Cannibalism, then, “[i]n the monster tradition, […] 
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always refers to the eating of human beings” and is thus “one indication of a monster’s 
participation in human nature” (Williams 145). 
 Hence, the giant’s monstrosity results from its violating and going beyond the 
limitations of its bodily form, the form of a human being, thus becoming “a figure of 
exorbitance” (Williams 111, 113). Furthermore, Jeffrey Cohen comments on the title of his 
text on giants: “‘Of giants’: the phrase itself is partial, a fragment intended to suggest that 
any capture of the monster into a complete epistemology is impossible” (Cohen, Of Giants 
xiii). 
 Perhaps an even more profound breaker of categories is the character of the 
dragon, the “figure considered to express the essence of monstrosity” (Williams 202). 
According to Williams, dragon is a “monstrous combination of serpent, bird, and fish,” 
which transgresses the natural categories separating species (Williams 59). Furthermore, the 
dragon 
is simultaneously a being of water, earth, air, and fire, and thus the sign of the 
potency and plenitude of being itself. At the same time, the dragon is a 
powerfully negative sign, since by combining the four realms constituting the 
phenomenal universe, it denies the distinction between them. (Williams 202) 
 The monstrous transgression of boundaries is not only limited to physical 
attributes. This is suggested by Jeffrey Cohen’s fifth thesis on monsters, which reads “The 
Monster Polices the Borders of the Possible” (Cohen, MT 12). Monsters act as gatekeepers 
at the border of the possible and the impossible or the permissible and the illicit. Cohen 
explicates the thesis as follows: 
From its position at the limits of knowing, the monster stands as a warning 
against exploration of its uncertain demesnes. The giants of Patagonia, the 
dragons of the Orient, and the dinosaurs of Jurassic Park together declare that 
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curiosity is more often punished than rewarded, that one is better off safely 
contained within one’s own domestic sphere than abroad, away from the 
watchful eyes of the state. The monster prevents mobility (intellectual, 
geographic, or sexual), delimiting the social spaces through which private 
bodies may move. To step outside this official geography is to risk attack by 
some monstrous border patrol or (worse) to become monstrous oneself. 
(Cohen, MT 12) 
Hence, two narratives can be read in a monster: its origin and its cultural function (Cohen, 
MT 13). The former tells of the fears and anxieties of the cultural climate, while the latter 
reveals what might be called the political conditions of the same moment, that is, who defines 
monstrosity and whose fears and anxieties are embodied in the monstrous figure. The 
monster is thus a product of ideology, a means of marking the limits of social, cultural, and 
other acceptability as defined typically by the hegemonic ideology. 
 
2.1.3 Monstrous Deductions 
 
In this subsection, I will briefly discuss the dual nature of the monster expressed in several 
ways. The dual monstrous image contains oxymoronic or paradoxical qualities in its 
complexity and fluidity. These qualities include the dual pairs of fear-desire, good-evil, and 
inside-outside, each of which can be considered as a key axis of evaluation in terms of the 
notion of monstrosity. 
Cohen’s thesis number six on monsters reads “Fear of the Monster Is Really a 
Kind of Desire” (Cohen, MT 16). This suggests that the monster tends to have dual nature as 
it is a figure both negative and positive. Typically, of course, one readily accepts monsters 
as something negative, as creatures to be feared, avoided, vanquished, and removed from 
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being. Nevertheless, the “monster also attracts. The same creatures who terrify and interdict 
can evoke potent escapist fantasies; the linking of monstrosity with the forbidden makes the 
monster all the more appealing as a temporary egress from constraint” (Cohen, MT 16–17.) 
Monster is thus a medium of legitimate and safe expression of various – possibly illegitimate 
– fantasies and desires. Desire and fantasy, however, turn into horror when “the monster 
threatens to overstep these boundaries, to destroy or deconstruct the thin walls of category 
and culture” (Cohen, MT 17). 
 The monster also evokes excitement because it is exotic. This is one of the 
reasons why monsters dwell at the furthest of lands at the margins of the world. Those 
geographies – today increasingly conceptual and rhetoric – are imagined to be inhabited by 
various monstrous or unnatural creatures and peoples. Today, these horizons have moved to 
distant solar systems and galaxies, or they appear so close that the human being sees his own 
reflection at the face of the monster. Nevertheless, 
the habitations of the monsters (Africa, Scandinavia, America, Venus, the 
Delta Quadrant – whatever land is sufficiently distant to be exoticized) are 
more than dark regions of uncertain danger: they are also realms of happy 
fantasy, horizons of liberation. Their monsters serve as secondary bodies 
through which the possibilities of other genders, other sexual practices, and 
other social customs can be explored (Cohen, MT 18). 
 Finally, even the monsters themselves may be determined as benevolent and 
perceived primarily in a positive light. This is occasionally the case with the aforementioned 
giant, which particularly seems to possess a nature of duality in this sense. Jeffrey Cohen 
notices the duality of the giant’s nature: “Mortal enemy and beloved companion, dead thing 
[...] and vitality embodied, the giant is the crushing figure from whose gaze one flees in 
terror and the mirthful monster in whose embrace one rediscovers a forgotten world of 
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pleasure and consumption” (Cohen, Of Giants xii). On one hand, a giant is a dangerous 
consumer and a symbol of excess delights of the flesh. On the other hand, a giant celebrates 
these very same activities: “to indulge in wine and food and sex” (Cohen, Of Giants xii). 
Similarly, it “threatens travellers and errant knights with dismemberment and 
anthropophagy,” but it is also seen as “the builder of cities [...], the origin of the glory of 
empire, the base of heroism” (Cohen, Of Giants xii—xiii.) 
 One of the most significant shifts in how the category of the monster has been 
perceived is related to the concept of moral evil – a notion traditionally highlighted, for its 
part, by the Christian worldview. According to Joseph Campbell, Christian tradition has 
attached “a sense of moral evil [...] to the old pagan one of natural terror” (117). As Campbell 
claims, “[i]t is [...] possible that originally in the Beowulf saga the monsters were conceived 
not as fiends but as the guardians of natural forces, to be not killed, but quelled and 
integrated” (118). The influence of the Christian concept of moral evil is clear, as is also the 
case in Beowulf: “Hygelac sent Beowulf to quell this demon of the giant race of Cain” 
(Campbell 117) – in the Christian tradition, the biblical fratricide Cain is supposedly the 
ancestor of all beastly creatures, such as Beowulf’s Grendel. 
 Furthermore, Randel Helms, discussing Tolkien and Beowulf, states that “from 
a Christian perspective, the monsters of both Beowulf and The Lord of the Rings are not only 
‘the enemies of mankind’, but also ‘inevitably the enemies of the one God [...]’, not just 
pagan bogies, but ‘images of the evil spirit’ himself” (Helms 15). Umberto Eco also discusses 
monsters in the Christian tradition and states that they have been used as negations of God 
while attempting to speak of the nature of God, which, according to the early Christian 
theologian and philosopher Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, is ineffable and directly 
unreachable by any description (125). However, even inside Christianity, the situation is not 
as simple as that: for example, another early theologian, Augustine, has claimed that 
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“monsters are beautiful because they are creatures of God” (Eco 114). This versatility of 
attitudes effectively highlights the duality of the nature of monsters. 
 Finally, Cohen’s seventh thesis on monsters includes the element of summing 
up the notion of monsters as cultural constructs: “The Monster Stands at the Threshold … 
of Becoming” (Cohen, MT 20). This statement suggests the liminal, unfinished, and 
transforming nature of the monster, never finished and ever shifting. Cohen only gives a 
brief and somewhat conclusive explication, which is quoted here in full length precisely for 
its ability to effectively communicate the underlying notions about monsters in a compact 
and clear articulation: 
Monsters are our children. They can be pushed to the farthest margins of 
geography and discourse, hidden away at the edges of the world and in the 
forbidden recesses of our mind, but they always return. And when they come 
back, they bring not just a fuller knowledge of our place in history and the 
history of knowing our place, but they bear selfknowledge, human knowledge 
– and a discourse all the more sacred as it arises from the Outside. These 
monsters ask us how we perceive the world, and how we have misrepresented 
what we have attempted to place. They ask us to reevaluate our cultural 
assumptions about race, gender, sexuality, our perception of difference, our 
tolerance toward its expression. They ask us why we have created them. 
(Cohen, MT 20) 
The crystallization of the monstrous is in this passage: the monster originates within but is 
pushed to the Outside. Its Otherness is a culturally constructed perspective on the way things 
are and should be – expressed through negation. However, monsters are bound to us – 
whatever that “us” may refer to – by unbreakable bonds. Therefore, all the alienation and 
attempts of banishing them will inevitably not succeed. Allowing the monster to be heard 
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may well prove to be the most fruitful of endeavours, and this is an endeavour the 
postmodern novel participates in, as I argue in section 2.2. 
 
 
2.2 THE MONSTROSITY OF THE POSTMODERN NOVEL 
 
In the above section, I discussed the cultural notion of the monster, and next I will turn my 
attention to the ways in which monstrosity and the postmodern novel are intertwined through 
shared qualities and a shared enterprise of questioning and critique. My aim in this section 
is to bring together the monster and the postmodern novel through presenting some of the 
main characteristics of – or typically associated to – the postmodern novel. Thus, this section 
will illustrate the parallel positions or the “kinship” between the notion of monstrosity and 
the postmodern novel. 
 
2.2.1 The Postmodernist Discourse as a Discourse of the Monster 
 
One of the key issues of the postmodernist discourse concerns the way we understand 
history. Postmodernism seeks to challenge and interrogate the dominant and traditional 
habits of considering history as fact and truth. Firstly, history is only accessible “through its 
texts: its documents, its evidence, even its eye-witness accounts are texts” (Hutcheon, 
Poetics 16). In fact, the whole idea of history can be seen as a text, as a narrative. Thus, the 
concepts of history and fiction come closer to each other and may even be confused. This 
leads to the second idea: it is not necessarily relevant or even meaningful to discuss truth 
and falsity in regarding historical knowledge, as there are no absolute truth and absolute 
untruth. As Hutcheon states, “[p]ostmodern novels [...] openly assert that there are only 
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truths in the plural, and never one Truth; and there is rarely falseness per se, just others’ 
truths” (109). Correspondingly, Mita Banerjee uses the metaphor of “chutney” to illustrate, 
for one thing, the notion of history being a representation, and that “there are as many 
chutneys at least as there are people” (Banerjee 11). “[T]he process of chutneyfication can 
be read as a critique of historiography as such; in his/her chutney, the narrator pickles his/her 
own version of history” (10). As the postmodern novel questions the “knowability of the 
past” and foregrounds the “artificiality of historical representations” (Currie 3), we find 
ourselves amidst a plurality of versions of the past. 
 Considering the representation of history in fiction, Hutcheon describes the 
postmodern novel as “historiographic metafiction,” which “keeps distinct its formal auto-
representation and its historical context, and in so doing problematizes the very possibility 
of historical knowledge, because there is no reconciliation, no dialectic here – just 
unresolved contradiction” (Hutcheon, Poetics 106). Of course, this does not mean that all 
postmodern fiction is profoundly historiographic metafiction, nor is it to imply that the 
postmodern text this thesis focuses on, Gardner’s Grendel, should be considered as a 
textbook model of such type of writing. Nevertheless, historiographic metafiction and, more 
generally, the challenging of the concepts of historical knowledge and truth can be regarded 
as particularly postmodernist devices and strategies of fiction, as Hutcheon claims: 
“[p]ostmodern fiction suggests that to re-write or to re-present the past in fiction and in 
history is [...] to open it up to the present, to prevent it from being conclusive and 
teleological” (110). 
 This problematization of history in the postmodernist discourse has its 
counterpart in Jeffrey Cohen’s theorization on monsters. Like history in postmodern 
theorization, the monster is likewise portrayed as a cultural construct, as a text to be read. 
Just as history is not formed by an absolute truth which renders all other representations 
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essentially untrue but a plurality of truths that may well be contradictory and incompatible 
with each other, so is monstrosity neither an absolute truth nor a characterization that is 
essentially and inevitably a part of whatever is named monstrous or monster. Therefore, both 
history and the monster are discourses or narratives that are articulated from a certain point 
of view. Naturally, monstrosity is hardly ever represented from the monster’s point of view. 
The burden of the label of “the monster” is imposed from the outside upon the monster in 
order to make that which is named monstrous marginal and peripheral, to make it appear 
unethical, shunned, Other. 
 Thus, the postmodern discourse is a discourse of and by the monster, as it 
particularly foregrounds that which is marginalized and decentred, as Hutcheon reveals: 
The centre no longer completely holds. And, from the decentered perspective, 
the ‘marginal’  and [...] the ‘ex-centric’ (be it in class, race, gender, sexual 
orientation, or ethnicity) take on new significance in the light of the implied 
recognition that our culture is not really the homogeneous monolith (that is 
middle class, male, heterosexual, white, western) we might have assumed. 
The concepts of alienated otherness (based on binary oppositions that conceal 
hierarchies) gives way [...] to that of differences, that is to the assertion, not 
of centralized sameness, but of decentralized community. (Hutcheon, Poetics 
12) 
Although the fiction of the centre is not abolished or destroyed, the structures of hierarchy 
are questioned, and the “ex-centric”, the marginalized and the peripheral, is taken in by the 
“decentralized community.” The binary division into Us and Others is challenged by the 
notion of a plurality of differences. 
 However, as Hutcheon claims, “[p]ostmodernism does not move the marginal 
to the center. It does not invert the valuing of center into that of peripheries and borders, as 
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much as use that paradoxical doubled positioning to critique the inside from both the outside 
and the inside” (Poetics 69; emphasis original). Similarly, it does not push that which has 
been in the centre to the margins. What is evident is a view suggesting that the nature of the 
postmodern discourse is interrogative rather than subversive or destructive. The tendency is 
not towards the destruction of former paradigms but towards the de-mystification and 
uncovering of the “homogeneous monolith” as not the truth but a truth. 
 Monsters, then, inhabiting the margins and peripheries of maps and other 
expressions of the breadth of human experience and knowledge, are precisely those ex-
centric and outsiders that seek to question monolithic traditions. Monster is thus a label given 
by the centre and received by the margins, that is, monstrosity is culturally produced from 
the centre. Cohen’s monstrous theorization, likewise, identifies the monster with the notion 
of difference. As departures from that which is considered legitimate, moral, healthy, and 
normal, monsters are expressions of difference, and it is precisely such ex-centrics that the 
postmodernist discourse foregrounds. 
 
2.2.2 The Novel as a Monster 
 
Postmodernism teaches that aesthetics is not free from ideology, as every representation is 
conducted from a certain point of view. Art is ideological and political, and its separation 
from ideology is illusory. And, “[i]t is the novel genre in particular that has become the 
battleground for much of this asserting – and contesting – of liberal humanist beliefs about 
the status and identity of art” (Hutcheon, Poetics 179). Therefore, the aim of this section is 
to introduce the postmodern novel as a monstrous text which shares in the monstrous 
enterprise of questioning and foregrounds the monster. 
According to Hutcheon, a novel is a “doubled discourse which ambiguously 
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embodies opposing political and moral functions. [...] What postmodern fiction does, 
however, is to reverse that doubled process: it installs the power, but then contests it. 
Nevertheless, the contradictory doubleness remains” (179–180). Of course, postmodern 
novels are no exceptions but in their contesting function they are “just as ideologically 
inspired” as texts of any other type or tradition of writing (Hutcheon, Poetics 180). However, 
the ideological effect of the postmodern novel is not to persuade the reader towards a certain 
interpretation of the world: “[i]nstead, they [postmodern novels] make their readers question 
their own (and by implication others’) interpretations. They are more ‘romans à hypothèse’ 
than ‘romans à thèse’” (180, original italics). Thus, postmodern novels tend not to arrive at 
conclusive enunciations (and, as advocates of a plurality of truths, how could they?); instead 
of clear-cut statements, they tend to produce and maintain an air of critical questioning. And 
this questioning resonates with the function of the monstrous as a critic of human existence, 
as proposed by Cohen and many others. 
 Therefore, the monster is a prime representative of the ex-centre the 
postmodern novel highlights, that the plurality of people and practices that differ from the 
monolithic norm of the Western culture: deviant skin colour, gender, sexual orientation, class 
status, ethnic background, and so on. Furthermore, as metafiction, the postmodern novel thus 
highlights itself, the monster among modes of writing, constantly about to swallow all other 
modes into its non-paradigmatic, seemingly chaotic plurality of styles, devices, and nuances. 
 One of the characterizations of monstrosity is being located somewhere 
between the “coherent” categories of human and non-human. Therefore monsters are also 
expressions of liminality. Postmodern writing can also be seen to inhabit similar, in-between 
spaces as a non-destructive and non-paradigmatic discourse of challenge and critique. After 
all, postmodern writing does both use and abuse, install and then withdraw, the very notions 
it seeks to challenge (Hutcheon, Poetics 57). Thus, postmodern novels, such as Grendel, 
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both use and abuse the notions of the centre, such as the image of the typical monster as a 
gorging anthropophagus. Likewise, monstrosity has a similar two-part function as a 
discourse of alienation and Otherness as well as a discourse of critique and self-reflexion of 
the centre that produces and maintains the notions and definitions of monstrosity. The 
postmodern novel can thus be seen as a monstrous text, sharing in the plurality of discourses 
and devices, both the assertive and the challenging, of the wide field of literary modes. 
Therefore, the postmodern novel can be read as a monster. 
 The revealing and contesting of the centre-margin hierarchy easily leads to a 
similar course of action in terms of ideology, as Hutcheon suggests: postmodern novels are 
obsessed by the “question of whose history survives” (Poetics 120; emphasis original), or, 
“whose truth gets told” (123; emphasis original). With a similar logic, historical knowledge 
and “truth” can be challenged. The monstrous ex-centrics rarely dictate the contents of 
history books, although they do appear in them as the defeated evils, bad omens, and warning 
examples. 
 
2.2.3 Narration and Characterization: Discontinuity, Mixing, Fragmentation 
 
“The difficulty, for the reader, of postmodernist writing,” claims David Lodge, “is not so 
much a matter of obscurity (which might be cleared up) as of uncertainty, which is endemic, 
and manifests itself on the level of narrative rather than style” (226). As already suggested, 
in order to achieve its goals, the postmodern novel uses and abuses a plurality of literary 
tools in terms of narrative and other structured and categorized features of the genre of novel. 
In this section, I will discuss the postmodern novel’s tendency to mix, break, evade, and 
otherwise manipulate various traditional technical and strategic devices. 
 More specifically, postmodern novels tend to challenge the notions of unity, 
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harmony, and teleology in their narrative structures. In the postmodern novel, according to 
Hutcheon, “[n]arrative continuity is threatened, is both used and abused, inscribed and 
subverted [...]. The nineteenth-century structures of narrative closure (death, marriage; neat 
conclusions) are undermined by those postmodern epilogues that foreground how, as writers 
and readers, we make closure” (Poetics 117; emphasis original). Broich presents a similar 
view when he writes that “[a] postmodernist text is no longer meant to have closure, 
homogeneity and unity; contemporary writers rather tend to create ‘open,’ polyphonous, 
dissonant and fragmented texts” (252). Furthermore, David Lodge calls postmodernist plots 
“labyrinths without exits”, and continues by stating that “[i]nstead of the closed ending of 
the traditional novel [...] and instead of the open ending of the modernist novel, [...] we get 
the multiple ending, the false ending, the mock ending or parody ending” (Lodge 226). It is 
thus the breaking of the harmonious and neat structures typical for traditional narratives that 
marks much of postmodern literature. 
 At the foundations of such subversion of traditional narrative structures is the 
notion that Hutcheon articulates as follows: “[n]arrative is what translates knowing into 
telling [...], and it is precisely this translation that obsesses postmodern fiction” (Poetics 
121). The point of view of the novel, according to Hutcheon, 
has traditionally been the guarantee of subjectivity in narrative [...]. In 
historiographic metafiction, as with metafiction in general, such is not the 
case. Its subversion of the stability of point of view [...] takes two major 
forms. On the one hand, we find overt, deliberately manipulative narrators; 
on the other, no one single perspective but myriad voices, often not 
completely localizable in the textual universe. In both cases, the inscription 
of subjectivity is problematized, though in very different ways. (160) 
Both of these major forms of narration express difficulty and lack of confidence in the 
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narrators’ “ability to know the past with any certainty” (Poetics 121). However, the 
decentring, fragmentation, and problematization of the narrating subject does not mean its 
total destruction and disappearance; rather, the subject is to be situated: “And to situate it 
[...] is to recognize differences – of race, gender, class, sexual orientation, and so on. To 
situate is also both to acknowledge the ideology of the subject and to suggest alternative 
notions of subjectivity” (159). These alternative notions would include acknowledging the 
ideology and subject position of what is typically represented as the object in traditional 
literary practice: the monstrous ex-centrics that have been defined by their difference, 
labelled as the Other, and denied subjectivity. 
 Closely related to or as part of this polyphony and fragmentation, the 
protagonists of postmodernist fictions cannot be described as “types”; instead, they are 
marginalized and peripheral figures, ex-centrics (Hutcheon, Poetics 114) – “monsters” as it 
turns out. Although particularly concerned with the category of historiographic metafiction, 
Hutcheon’s remarks reveal common pursuits in postmodern fiction: these include emphasis 
on plurality and on the recognition of difference where “‘type’ has little function” since 
“[t]here is no sense of cultural universality” (114). Categories and classes, genres and types 
are violated, their borders transgressed. This is visible in many ways, one being the scope of 
postmodernist intertextuality, as it draws on not simply fiction and history but also on various 
(or all, or all meaningful?) other fields or discourses: high, low, popular, literary, social, 
scientific, historical, and so on (130, 133). Mark Currie notes that “[f]or many, a postmodern 
novel is, above all, one that involves metalepsis, which is usually defined as frame-breaking, 
a crossing of some uncrossable boundary between different orders of reality or being” 
(Currie 3). The postmodern novel is thus a monster, for it sees boundaries and categories as 
made to be violated. 
 Thomas Docherty states that the consistent questioning of “the notion of an 
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essential reality in postmodern narrative” has meant, among other results, that a “character 
never actually ‘is’, but is always rather about-to-be, its identity endlessly deferred. This 
elusiveness of character, it is often suggested, makes postmodern narrative in some sense 
‘unreadable’” (37; emphasis original). According to Docherty, Lennard “Davis argues [...] 
that the paradigmatic shift in postmodern characterization and the consequent ‘unreadability’ 
of narratives demonstrate that ‘the very idea of character in the novel is itself ideological’” 
(Davis, quoted in Docherty 37). Davis claims that “the very idea of character is itself not 
universal” (Davis 106), but the “literary character [...] is closely linked to historical and 
cultural factors and indeed cannot be understood outside of history” (Davis 107). This, for 
Docherty, suggests that “character [...] is historically and culturally specific, the product of 
a particular ideological moment and mood” (37). 
 This makes the characters of literature appear very similar to the monsters of 
Cohen. Firstly, their identity can never truly be captured, and therefore they always escape, 
avoiding complete identification. Similarly, the face of the monster, its identity, is ever 
shifting and elusive, never stable, correlating with the characters of postmodern fiction. Just 
like the monster, they are elusive and unfathomable. Secondly, as monstrosity is bound to a 
certain cultural climate, the characters of fiction are culturally and momentarily produced. 
The same is suggested by Cohen (see section 2.1.1), as the monster is a purely cultural 
creature, born into a certain cultural moment, although ever recycled and originating in past 
chronicles and narratives. 
 According to Docherty, postmodern narrative tends to demystify and thus 
reveal “the technical elements of fictional characterization”, which then enables the 
questioning of “the supposed certainties of the individuated essences of characters in an 
earlier fiction dominated by the ‘appearance-versus-reality’ paradigm” (39). In postmodern 
narrative, Docherty states, the paradigm reads “‘appearance versus disappearance’” (37), 
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which echoes McHale’s view suggesting that “the ontological instability or indeterminacy, 
the loss of a world that could be accepted [...] as a given of experience”, is a typical 
characterization of postmodernism (26, emphasis original). 
 Docherty compares postmodern characters with “a series of torn photographs, 
a photo-montage”, as the whole of characterization is revealed as a sequential and 
fragmentary process (45). Postmodern narrative, according to Docherty, “insists on offering 
the merest fragments of character, without ever allowing for a fully coherent construction of 
an identifiable whole” (45). Hence, instead of pursuing for “a finished product”, the 
“postmodern mode establishes the differences which are revealed as the ‘characterization’ 
progresses as process, without ever managing to establish a final product” (45–6; emphasis 
original). According to Stephen Baker, “[i]t is the very premise of a static, definable (and 
defining) relationship between a Self and Other that, for Docherty, is contested by 
postmodern characterisation” (126). Thus, a character of fiction, liquid and susceptible for 
alterations, increasingly comes to appear as the monster that refuses to be pinned down for 
dissection and close analysis, and the postmodern character in particular is increasingly 
foregrounded in this relation as being capable of revealing the instability of identity and 
implicating the plurality and difference instead of alienated Otherness. 
 Hence, the tendency towards fragmentation and breaking of categories 
resonates strongly with Cohen’s monstrous theses. The potential for the monstrous reading 
of the postmodern novel is clear, as it becomes nearly interchangeable with the monster in 
the identification or description as a harbinger of category crisis. Just as “intertextual parody 
crosses genre boundaries without reserve” in postmodern literature (Hutcheon, Poetics 139), 
monsters are hybrids that cannot be caught in a traditional categorizing system maintained 
by the centre in order to exclude and marginalize that which and those who are labelled 
monstrous. While taxonomical classification cannot unproblematically and unambiguously 
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contain monstrous creatures, neither are the cohesive classification systems of literary 
tradition safe from violation by the postmodernist mode of writing. 
 
2.2.4 Intertextuality and the Postmodern Parody 
 
One of most fundamental elements in describing postmodern fiction is the notion and device 
of intertextuality. Although this notion is not actually a new invention, the mode of 
intertextuality particularly associated with postmodern writing is nevertheless considered 
peculiar and distinct in its tone and purposes. In this section, I will discuss the postmodern 
mode of intertextuality and particularly the postmodern parody which is one of the defining 
characterizations of the novel Grendel. 
Matei Calinescu, using the term rewriting, describes the peculiarly postmodern 
mode of intertextuality as adding new “twists to older kinds of textual transformations: a 
certain playful, hide-and-seek type of indirection, a tongue-in-cheek seriousness, an often 
respectful and even honorific irony, and an overall tendency toward oblique and even secret 
or quasi-secret textual reference” (243). Ulrich Broich’s view suggests a similar conclusion, 
as he discusses the ludic function of intertextuality in today’s literature (Broich 250). Such a 
frisky approach to the phenomenon is likely connected with the observation that Peter Barry 
makes while distinguishing between the outlooks on the notion of fragmentation of 
modernist and postmodernist discourses: “For the postmodernist [...] fragmentation is an 
exhilarating, liberating phenomenon, symptomatic of our escape from the claustrophobic 
embrace of fixed systems of belief” (Barry 84). The seemingly homogeneous monolith that 
the western culture has been perceived as is challenged with a celebratory attitude instead of 
pessimism. 
 According to Hutcheon, “[p]ostmodern intertextuality is a formal 
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manifestation of both a desire to close the gap between past and present of the reader and a 
desire to rewrite the past in a new context” (Poetics 118). She sees parody as one of the key 
postmodern methods of “literally incorporating the textualized past into the text of the 
present” (118). Hutcheon continues by stating that “it is a kind of seriously ironic parody 
that often enables this contradictory doubleness [situated within historical discourse and yet 
retaining autonomy as fiction]: the intertexts of history and fiction take on parallel status in 
the parodic reworking of the textual past of both the ‘world’ and literature” (124). The mode 
of rewriting foregrounded by Calinescu is that which has been called transposition and 
which can be described as “a mixed, seriocomic register that postmodern authors seem to 
favour” (Calinescu 246). This seriocomic register offers possibilities for explaining why 
some postmodern works “can be read seriously [...] and at the same time comically” 
(Calinescu 246). Thus, the intertextuality of postmodern novels seems to present a tendency 
towards mixing serious and comical modes of rewriting, playfulness without malicious 
ridiculing, seriousness without pathos. 
 Consequently, then, “[t]o parody is not to destroy the past; in fact to parody is 
both to enshrine the past and to question it” (Hutcheon, Poetics 126). Again, it is not the aim 
of postmodern novels to deny or destroy that which is rewritten into the present, as Hutcheon 
explains: 
That which is ‘different’ is valorized in opposition both to élitist, alienated 
‘otherness’ and also to the uniformizing impulse of mass culture. And in 
American postmodernism, the different comes to be defined in particularizing 
terms such as those of nationality, ethnicity, gender, race, and sexual 
orientation. Intertextual parody of canonical American and European classics 
is one mode of appropriating and reformulating – with significant change – 
the dominant white, male, middle-class, heterosexual, Eurocentric culture. It 
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does not reject it, for it cannot. Postmodernism signals its dependence by its 
use of the canon, but reveals its rebellion through its ironic abuse of it. (130, 
emphasis original) 
Intertexts are not, cannot be, rejected. Instead, they are used and rewritten through a 
seriocomic, parodic postmodern register in order to question their underlying notions and 
hierarchies. In a very similar manner, the carnival, discussed in section 2.3, parodies and 
subverts the prevailing social order and hierarchy. Thus, as a prologue for the next section, 
the characterization of the postmodern parody suggests its participation in the carnivalesque 
tradition of literatures. Much like the carnival, the critique and questioning of the postmodern 
novel are anchored in that which is challenged. This is the dual nature and position, both in 
the inside and the outside, of the postmodern novel in relation to that which it parodies and 
rewrites. Furthermore, according to Currie, postmodern novels “particularly favour the 
identification of a particular, usually well-known intertext, in the form of a novel, often for 
the purpose of rewriting it, especially from a point of view that was marginalized in, or not 
represented by, the original” (Currie 3). Neither the aim nor the effect of postmodern parody 
is to destroy that which is parodied; instead, the parody subverts and yet conserves its object 
in order to foreground the ex-centric and the margins. 
 It is not difficult to draw lines between the intertextuality of postmodern novels 
– or the notion of intertextuality in general – and the theorization on monsters. Monsters can 
be seen, perhaps even ought to be seen as rewritings of and intermonstrous references to 
previous monsters and monstrosities. This is what Cohen writes about: monsters always 
escape only to appear in another time, in another narrative. Today’s monsters are mixtures 
of those that already terrorized our ancestors. They are not (completely) original, although 
each (re)born monster embodies the fears and anxieties of the particular cultural climate that 
gave birth to it. Similarly, the postmodern parodic text uses past texts as its raw material in 
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order to execute its functions as a text in the contemporary field of literature. 
 
2.3 POLYPHONY, CARNIVAL, AND THE POSTMODERN NOVEL 
 
Having now introduced the participation of the monster and the postmodern novel in each 
other, I will present the notion of the carnival, which foregrounds the monstrous ex-centrics 
as the active members of its festivities, and the literary tradition of the carnivalesque, which 
the postmodern novel can be read to continue. First, however, I will discuss the concept of 
polyphony, which is a crucial link between the postmodern novel, the monster, and the 
carnival spirit. 
The concepts discussed in this section have been launched by Mikhail Bakhtin. 
Naturally, this is not to claim that Baktin’s ideas and theorization are particularly 
postmodernist, nor is it to state that they are not. The idea is not to study Bakhtin’s thinking 
as such but to show that the postmodern novel shares in the carnival spirit and practice, and 
that some of the conceptual fruits of Bakhtin consolidate the kinship between the postmodern 
novel and the cultural concept of the monster. 
 
2.3.1 Polyphony 
 
Mikhail Bakhtin introduces the concept of polyphony in his influential work Problems of 
Dostoevsky’s Poetics. The central idea of polyphony is that in polyphony, characters are 
emancipated or elevated from the subjection of the typical narrator’s voice. They receive a 
status of autonomy in relation to the outsider narrator and have their voices heard much or 
just in the same way as the narrator’s (Bakhtin, Problems 5). Bakhtin claims that a 
plurality of independent and unmerged voices and consciousnesses, a genuine 
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polyphony of fully valid voices is in fact the chief characteristic of 
Dostoevsky’s novels. [...] [Instead of] a multitude of characters and fates in a 
single objective world, illuminated by a single authorial consciousness [...] 
[there is] rather a plurality of consciousnesses, with equal rights and each 
with its own world, combine but are not merged in the unity of the event. 
(Problems 6; emphasis original) 
In a polyphonic text, then, the hierarchy between narrator and character dissolves into what 
seems like a democratic and equal relation. Sue Vice elaborates this notion: “In a polyphonic 
novel, characters are represented not as objects, who are manipulated and commented upon 
by an omniscient narrator, but as subjects, on an equal footing with the narrator whose own 
word about themselves and each other is all that we know about them” (114). Thus, the 
characters themselves tell the story and the voice of the actual outsider narrator is only one 
of many or even completely absent. Furthermore, the lack of – or the lack of the illusion of 
– a “reliable” outsider, omniscient narrator may cause uncertainty about the reliability of the 
narrating characters. Vice states that “[a]mong the features of the characters of a polyphonic 
novel are the description of how the hero sees the world and how he sees himself, not how 
the world and he objectively appear; the absence of anything perceptible to a third-person 
observer, or obtrusive narratorial comment” (133). 
 The descriptions of the postmodern novel bear great resemblance to these 
characterizations of the polyphonic novel. Naturally, not all postmodern fiction is strictly 
polyphonic, but polyphony clearly is a structural device which enables the challenging of 
centre-margin hierarchies and monolithic visions of the western culture, as well as promoting 
the audibility of multiple voices and truths. In this sense, polyphony also shares in the 
multiple forms of fragmentation typical for the postmodern novel: while the narrating point 
of view is shattered into a diversity of character-narrators, the world-views and ideology face 
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a similar fragmentation. Polyphony is thus a dialogic form, and as such it is susceptible to 
open-endedness, as Simon Dentith notes: “the [polyphonic] novel is understood more as a 
process that never achieves a resolution. It thus opens on to the future rather than seeking to 
explain the past” (42). Obviously, this non-conclusiveness ties polyphony ever tighter to the 
repertoire of the postmodern novel, which tends to challenge harmony, unity, and closure. 
 However, actual polyphony does not advocate relativism. As Dentith puts it, 
“[r]ather, the dialogue of the polyphonic novel is authentic only insofar as it represents an 
engagement in which, in various ways, the discourses of Self and Other interpenetrate each 
other” (40). The interpenetration of the discourses of Self and Other – the dialogue in 
between – would naturally result in a heightened awareness and understanding between Self 
and Other. This, then, resonates clearly with the conclusive thesis on monstrosity by Cohen, 
who states that monsters, as critics of human condition, ask us why we have created them 
(MT 20). The polyphonic dialogue is the arena for the monster, too, to get its voice heard, 
and to start deconstruct its status of Otherness. The postmodern polyphony is thus about 
interpenetrating without merging, about the recognition and celebration of difference and 
multiple truths, and about challenging the Self-Other hierarchy and the monstrosity of the 
Other (or the Otherness of the monster). 
 
 
2.3.2 Carnival and Carnivalesque 
 
Since I argue that the postmodern novel is a carnivalesque mode, I will bring into my 
discussion another concept of Bakhtinian origin. The concept of carnival refers to the folk 
festivity of grotesque humour and temporarily leaving aside and subverting all social 
hierarchies. Carnivalesque, then, refers to the “transposition of carnival into the language of 
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literature”, that is, “the carnivalization of literature” (Bakhtin, Problems 122). This 
distinction is, of course, notable, but the underlying notion, the carnival spirit, is the 
overarching factor between the two. Furthermore, this carnival spirit survives and gains 
strength in the postmodern novel. This notion is supported by Hutcheon, who compares the 
contrast between the “second, joyous, inverted world of the carnival” and the “official, 
serious, ecclesiastical culture” with today’s metafiction’s challenging of “the novelistic 
illusion of realist dogma” and its “attempts to subvert a critical authoritarianism […]. The 
ambivalence and incompleteness of contemporary novels recall the similar qualities of the 
carnival and of the Romantic grotesque, as defined by Bakhtin” (Hutcheon, Parody 72–3).  
 According to Bakhtin, “carnival celebrated temporary liberation from the 
prevailing truth and from the established order; it marked the suspension of all hierarchical 
rank, privileges, norms, and prohibitions” (Rabelais 10). Renate Lachmann’s description 
utters even more clearly the subversion in the ideological and political sphere: “In the 
carnival, dogma, hegemony, and authority are dispersed through ridicule and laughter” 
(Lachmann 70). Carnival temporarily subverts the hierarchical structures of society and 
represents a logic of reversal and overturning: “A second life, a second world of folk culture 
is thus constructed; it is to a certain extent a parody of the extracarnival life, a ‘world inside 
out’” (Bakhtin, Rabelais 11). 
 Bakhtin describes the official feast as a contrast to the folk culture of carnival: 
“Unlike the earlier and purer feast, the official feast asserted all that was stable, unchanging, 
perennial: existing hierarchy, the existing religious, political, and moral values, norms, and 
prohibitions. It was the triumph of a truth already established, the predominant truth that was 
put forward as eternal and indisputable” (Rabelais 9). Carnival, on the contrary, opposed all 
this, all that was finished and completed, the notions of immutability, immortality, 
permanence. As Bakhtin claims, “through all the stages of historic development feasts were 
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linked to moments of crisis, of breaking points in the cycle of nature or in the life of society 
and man. Moments of death and revival, of change and renewal always led to a festive 
perception of the world” (Rabelais 9). Carnival is thus a festival and a spirit that challenges 
the notion of a single truth and celebrates the subversion of the fixed, hierarchical world-
view. 
 However, carnival is not merely destructive and negative. Instead, it has a dual 
nature as both subversive and renewing. Death is ever-present, but in death there is a 
conception of new life. Thus, the emphasis of carnival is on change, becoming, and renewal 
(Rabelais 10). According to Bakhtin, the laughter of carnival “is ambivalent: it is gay, 
triumphant, and at the same time mocking, deriding. It asserts and denies, it buries and 
revives” (11–12). Therefore, “[f]olk humor denies, but it revives and renews at the same 
time. Bare negation is completely alien to folk culture” (11). 
 Furthermore, in the contrast between carnival and the official feast, the attitude 
towards laughter is perhaps the single most notable difference. Carnival laughter “is not an 
individual reaction to some isolated ‘comic’ event” (Rabelais 9), and it engulfs all people, 
as it is also directed at those who laugh. In addition, carnivalistic laughter is fundamentally 
subversive, because laughter, according to David Carroll, “resists and even undermines the 
power of all political-religious-philosophical systems and institutions” (Carroll 167). As 
anti-systematic, laughter is “thereby subversively critical of the hierarchical levels and 
separations all systems institute. It emphasizes contradiction and multi-sidedness rather than 
synthesis and unity” (167). Furthermore, laughter is “the affirmation of unresolved and 
unresolvable contradictions; it is the opening to difference, heterogeneity, and alterity” (167). 
Thus, carnivalistic laughter shares in the notions the postmodern novel foregrounds. 
 The dual nature of carnival as asserting and denying is one clear indication of 
the linkage with the postmodern project. As mentioned above, the postmodern novel means 
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not to destroy but to challenge and to both assert and subvert. Hutcheon states that 
“[p]ostmodernist metafiction’s parody and the ironic rhetorical strategies that it deploys are 
perhaps the clearest modern examples of the Bakhtinian ‘double-voiced’ word” (Parody 72). 
In addition, the postmodern novel shares in the spirit of carnival in its urge to question the 
existence of single and absolute truths. Both carnival and the postmodern novel are highly 
polyphonic, as they both appear to celebrate the giving of voice to marginal non-authorial 
figures. This is further suggested by Bakhtin’s description of carnival: “Carnival is not a 
spectacle seen by the people; they live in it, and everyone participates because its very idea 
embraces all the people” (Rabelais 7). Carnival is a festival of the smallfolk, of the humble 
and the ex-centrics in terms of ideological, political, social, and cultural centrality. Of course, 
we might have to re-determine the category of the ex-centrics due to the temporal and other 
differences between the actual era of carnival practices and that of the postmodern novel. 
Nevertheless, the postmodern novel in similar manner emphasizes the ex-centrics, the 
marginalized and the peripheral, which, from the point of view of the central figures of the 
prevailing social order, appear precisely as such. 
 Further arguments for the participation of the mode of the postmodern novel 
in the carnival spirit and literary practice can be found in the shared set of devices and 
strategies. The key shared strategy is that of parody. To Hutcheon as well as in the 
contemporary period, parody does not simply refer to “ridiculing imitation”; instead, its 
scope or “range of intent” is much wider: “from the ironic and playful to the scornful and 
ridiculing” (Hutcheon, Parody 6). Parody is “imitation characterized by ironic inversion” 
and repetition with critical distance, which marks difference rather than similarity” (6). 
According to Bakhtin, “[t]o the pure genres (epic, tragedy) parody is organically alien; to 
the carnivalized genres it is, on the contrary, organically inherent” (Problems 127). In fact, 
according to Hutcheon, contemporary metafiction realizes the dialogic and “truly parodic” 
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aspects “to a greater and more explicit degree than Bakhtin could have recognized” (Parody 
82). Similarly, Barry Rutland states that “Bakhtinian carnival, carnivalization and 
carnivalesque are immediately relevant to postmodern artistic practice as characterized by 
strategies of parody, irony, stylization, montage and pastiche, i.e. by the flaunting of 
intertextuality in ways that undercut traditional aesthetic categories of originality, sincerity 
and organicity” (109). Thus, the postmodern parody in its seriously ironic or seriocomic 
register, both using and abusing that which is parodied, finds its precursor in the parodical 
carnivalesque practices.  
Moreover, Hutcheon sees the postmodern development of “the popular arts” 
having become “internalized, incorporated into the serious forms” as a “variety of (or 
variation on) Bakhtin’s carnivalesque parodic inversion” (81). The parodical incorporation 
of “high and low art forms is another variant of what Bakhtin valued in fiction, the dialogic 
or polyphonic” (81). According to Bakhtin, “[t]he scope of this [parodical, carnivalesque] 
literature is almost limitless” (Rabelais 14). Thus, the vast scope of reference is a shared 
characteristic: the postmodern novel embraces the carnivalistic mixing of different strata of 
culture, the questioning of the hierarchical distinction between high and popular culture. 
 Naturally, carnivalesque parody could be employed “in diverse forms and 
degrees: various images (for example, carnival pairs of various sorts) parodied one another 
variously and from various points of view; it was like an entire system of crooked mirrors, 
elongating, diminishing, distorting in various directions and to various degrees” (Bakhtin, 
Problems 127). Furthermore, “[p]arodying is the creation of a decrowning double; it is that 
same ‘world turned inside out’” (Bakhtin, Problems 127, emphasis original). One of the 
forms are parodical doublets of various types, sacred or mundane: “coupled with serious 
myths were comic and abusive ones; coupled with heroes were their parodies and doublets” 
(Rabelais 6). This description of the carnival resonates clearly with the way the postmodern 
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parody, instead of destroying and denying that which it parodies, both uses and abuses it.  
 As I have shown in this section, the postmodern novel participates in the 
tradition of the polyphonic carnivalesque practices, particularly in tems of the tendency of 
the postmodern novel to parody its themes, topics, and objects in a carnivalistic manner of 
both using and abusing its materials. Postmodern parody is a rich and versatile form of 
carnivalization in literature and, through its devices and strategies, the reviver of the carnival 
spirit in fiction. It is also the forum that gives voice – or voices in plural, as both the 
postmodern mode and the carnival are festival of polyphony – to those monstrous ex-
centrics, who are also the attendees of the carnival. 
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3. GRENDEL AS A MONSTER 
 
In this section, I will bring the theoretical concepts discussed in the previous section into the 
context of Gardner’s novel Grendel. My aim is to show how these concepts and notions can 
be applied to a reading of the novel. I am particularly interested in the reciprocal ways in 
which, on one hand, the postmodern novel foregrounds the monster and participates in the 
monstrous enterprise and, on the other, the monster of the novel, Grendel, manages to be the 
voice through which the postmodern questioning can be implemented.  
The analysis in this section will be structured under three major topics. Firstly, 
in section 3.1, I will discuss questions of narration and characterization in the novel: how 
the narration and the monstrous characters in the novel represent the postmodern mode as 
well as the participation in the notion of the monster. Secondly, in section 3.2 my attention 
will be directed at the novel’s participation in the typically postmodern questioning and 
challenging of the traditional ideals, conceptions, and ideology. One of the key points is the 
status of historical knowledge as the absolute truth, which postmodernism challenges by 
foregrounding the link between history and fiction, and which in Grendel is one of the focal 
points of Grendel’s challenging of the human values. Thirdly, section 3.3 will focus on the 
ways in which the notion of the carnival is present in the novel, and how it facilitates the 
reciprocal inter-participation of the postmodern mode and the notion of monstrosity. 
 
 
3.1 THE MONSTROUS NARRATOR AND NARRATION 
 
The most obvious narrative-stylistic feature readily perceivable of the novel is the first-
person style of narration conducted by the novel’s protagonist and in advance the most 
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obviously monstrous character Grendel. A well-known fiend and an adversary of 
humankind, Grendel appears unorthodox as a narrator and protagonist. The mere observation 
of the first-person style here is in itself not particularly interesting, but the autobiographical 
first-person narration by a very traditional, famous monster is a subversive step away from 
the conventions of traditional, omniscient, third-person narration. It has clear carnivalesque 
significance and potential, as the parodic narrator of Grendel has de-throned the traditional 
narrator. 
 The mockery echoes in the narration, as the narrator-protagonist seems to 
pursue towards omniscience by observing the humans both at close range and from a greater 
distance. Much of his knowledge Grendel obtains by sneaking to the vicinity of Hrothgar’s 
meadhall and simply spying on the humans: “I went closer, darting from cowshed to cowshed 
and finally up to the wall. I found a crack and peeked in” (Grendel 54). Of course, for 
Grendel, this is the straightforward method of acquiring the knowledge necessary for 
narrating the story, but at the same time its carnivalistic mockery causes comical associations 
with the omniscient narrator as a dirty voyeur peeking through a hole in the wall to acquire 
his knowledge. Furthermore, Grendel, having the dragon’s spell of invulnerability on him 
now, is seen and attacked by the humans – with no effect due to the spell. Thus, the mockery 
goes on, as the Peeping Tom, the narrator, is untouchable by the weapons of the novel’s 
characters. Uncovered but still overpowering, the narrator is in total control, bites of a man’s 
head, and flees with his “heart churning [...] with glee” (56). 
 Moreover, some of the narration is based on what Grendel sees and hears from 
what seems like a rather long distance from that which he is observing. In a sense, such a 
detail may seem too trivial to be brought up here, but it does seem to participate in the 
narrational mockery, as Grendel’s abilities of sensory perception become evident. To be able 
to tell rather accurately the deeds of the humans by viewing them from a distant outpost is 
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another comical reference to the omniscient third-person narrator. In addition, Grendel’s 
keen senses are also directly referred to, as the lights in Hrothgar’s meadhall are all blown 
out and Hrothgar’s thanes attempt to fight Grendel in cover of darkness: “In the darkness, I 
alone see clear as day”, Grendel remarks and effortlessly has his way with the humans (6). 
 However, the novel’s narrator is anything but a stable, objective, and 
unproblematic voice. This is, again rather comically, suggested by recurrent cries and 
exclamations that remind the reader of the self-evidence of the narrator-protagonist’s 
monstrous nature: “‘Waaah!’ I cry, with another quick, nasty face at the sky, mournfully 
observing the way it is, bitterly remembering the way it was, and idiotically casting 
tomorrow’s nets. ‘Aargh! Yaww!’ I reel, smash trees” (2); “‘AAARGH!’” (36); “I laughed. 
‘Aargh!’ I said. I spit bits of bone” (58). In addition to being references to Grendel’s status 
of monstrosity, these exclamations serve the purpose of revealing the behind-the-scenes of 
the monster. Unlike the traditional monster-character in earlier heroic stories, here Grendel 
is given an opportunity to explain his monstrous behaviour. And, as the reader follows the 
construction and development of Grendel’s conception of the world and his place in it, the 
monster begins to appear humane. Grendel’s cries are not mindless raging of a purely 
monstrous and malevolent creature and a flat character, but mindful and in a sense justified 
by the story of his despair. 
 Thus, the monster is given a voice. However, his voice is not stressed in a 
monologic fashion; on the contrary, Grendel’s narrating voice is highly polyphonic, as befits 
the often unstable narration of the postmodern novel. The most typical expression of 
polyphonic narration would be to have multiple characters emancipated from the outsider 
narrator’s authority and narrating with their own voices (Bakhtin, Problems 5). In this case, 
the plurality of voices does not manifest itself as several distinct narrating characters but as 
one character-narrator with several different narrating voices and battling worldviews inside 
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him. 
 The wordless raging described above presents one form of polyphony. At most 
times, Grendel’s narrative articulation is elaborate enough, regularly signalling toward the 
original poem’s stylistic devices with alliterations – “shadow-shooter, earth-rim-roamer, 
walker of the world’s weird wall” (Grendel 2) – and terminology – “bone-fire” (8), that is, 
toward refined use of language. However, occasionally it seems as if language fails him, and 
at such times Grendel’s self-expression is often limited to non-language, such as the wordless 
exclamations quoted above. To the reader, Grendel’s wordless articulation is comprehensible 
and makes sense due to the familiarity with Grendel’s condition, but, with his non-language, 
he cannot get through to the humans. In fact, in contact with the humans, Grendel’s position 
in terms of language seems inferior: his own language is an old – outdated – version of the 
language of the humans, and he lacks the vocabulary with which to fully express himself: 
“’Bastards!’ I roared. ‘Sons of bitches! Fuckers!’ Words I’d picked up from men in their 
rages. I wasn’t even sure what they meant […]. We, the accursed, didn’t even have words 
for swearing in!” (36). Here, language and its expressive potential are problematized, as 
Grendel observes the deficiency of language as the mediator of meaning. 
The passage above is also a clear reference to Caliban’s words in Shakespeare’s 
The Tempest: 
You taught me language and my profit on’t 
Is I know how to curse. (1173) 
Grendel has been associated with Caliban by a number of critics, as Grendel, like Caliban, 
despite his monstrous status, “is capable of remarkable eloquence” and, more importantly, 
uses the language he learned from his discriminators against them (Shackleton 389–90). 
Hence, the ex-centric turns the tool of oppression, language, into an asset and uses it for his 
own purposes in a subversive manner. This is part of Grendel’s polyphony. 
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 However, the most intense form of polyphony in Grendel arises from the 
struggle and uncertainty inside the protagonist’s mind: “I gnashed my teeth and clutched the 
sides of my head as if to heal a split, but I couldn’t” (30). Grendel’s mental struggle is 
polarized around two major, opposite forces and worldviews: the dragon and Hrothgar’s bard 
the Shaper. Grendel is torn between, on the one hand, the desire to believe the stories the 
Shaper tells in Hrothgar’s court about the past and the world and, on the other, his own gut-
feeling, confirmed and refined by the dragon, that the Shaper’s words are all made up and 
false and that there is no reason, meaning, or organization by design in the world. 
 On the first pages of the novel, the reader discovers Grendel at the start of the 
twelfth year of hostilities between the protagonist and Hrothgar’s kingdom. At this stage, 
Grendel, having passed years in confusion and conflict and having received counsel from 
the dragon, is already what could be described as a scornful ridiculer of the worldview 
represented by the Shaper. The narrative structure of the story, however, then guides the 
reader through Grendel’s early years of unawareness to his subsequent contact with the 
humans. Observing them, Grendel witnesses the arrival of the bard, the Shaper, – again a 
reference to Shakespeare, the Bard – who through poetry and song charms both the humans 
and the observing monster. My heart was light with Hrothgar’s goodness, and leaden with 
grief at my own bloodthirsty ways” (33). 
 Such an endorsement of noble ideals is challenged by the counsel Grendel 
receives from the dragon, whose seemingly infallible logic and self-proclaimed omniscience 
are perhaps not enough to convince Grendel straight away but whose worldview eventually 
begins to ring true to him. The dragon explains in rather nihilist terms the folly of the humans 
and their ideals, how they “only think they think”, that their “crack-pot theories” and “lists 
of paltry facts” are “the simplest insanity ever devised” (45). “They sense that, of course, 
from time to time; have uneasy feelings that all they live by is nonsense”, the dragon relates. 
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Aside from nihilism, this passage also suggests the notion of incredulity towards or failure 
of metanarratives or grand narratives, such as religion or other naturalized notions that give 
meaning and purpose to life and help one position him/herself in relation to the surrounding 
world. Such incredulity – coined by Jean-Francois Lyotard – and challenging of the grand 
narratives is a peculiarly postmodern stance, as Lyotard defines “postmodern as incredulity 
towards metanarratives” (The Postmodern Condition xxiv, original emphasis). In other 
words, it is incredulity towards the naturalized conception of society as a “homogeneous 
monolith” (Hutcheon, Poetics 12). 
Thus, it seems, the humans themselves too feel the occasional sting of 
incredulousness. However, as the dragon continues to explain, the grand narratives guiding 
the life of Hrothgar’s kingdom are upheld by language, poetry: 
That’s where the Shaper saves them. Provides an illusion of reality – puts 
together all their facts with gluey whine of connectedness. Mere tripe, believe 
me. Mere sleight-of-wits. He knows no more than they do about total reality 
[...]. But he spins it all together with harp runs and hoots, and they think what 
they think is alive, think Heaven loves them. It keeps them going – for what 
that’s worth. (45) 
The dragon rejects all of the human ideals and notions on religion and organization by design 
in the world, the grand narratives of the human culture, as the inability of a lower form of 
life to comprehend the reality behind perception. 
 The dragon-scene establishes a certain master-disciple relationship between 
Grendel and the dragon. First, Grendel remains doubtful, unwilling to let go of the fine ideals 
and imagery planted in his head by the Shaper’s art. Nevertheless, the dragon convinces him: 
“In some way that I couldn’t explain, I knew that his scorn of my childish credulity was 
right” (52). Rather quickly, Grendel accepts his master’s teachings and becomes what could 
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be described as an enlightened nihilist – the “truth” of the world that is empty of meaning 
having been revealed to him. He is now certain of the folly of projecting ideals and narratives 
of design and significance onto the world. The hesitation seems to have passed. And yet, the 
hesitation is still there at the moment of his imminent death, in the growing madness, having 
wavered between what he describes as a dream, a nightmare in which the Beowulf-character 
has wings and breathes fire, and the rational reality, in which he is only a man. Grendel’s last 
words, and last words of the novel, tell of the ever ongoing struggle to find his own vision 
of the world: “‘Poor Grendel’s had an accident,’ I whisper. ‘So may you all’” (123; emphasis 
original). Grendel insists upon an accident to the end but never reaches the state in which he 
can be confident and in peace with his vision. 
 Hence, Grendel’s attitude towards both of the offered worldviews in the story 
is most accurately characterized by uncertainty, conflict, and hesitation. Debating the matter 
with himself, Grendel attempts to make sense of it: 
‘Well then he’s [the Shaper] changed them [the humans],’ I said, and stumbled 
and fell on the root of a tree. ‘Why not?’ 
 Why not? The forest whispered back – yet not the forest, 
something deeper, an impression from another mind, some live thing old and 
terrible. (33; emphasis original) 
In this “impression from another mind” echoes the dragon’s voice, almost summoning 
Grendel to receive counsel. However, the excerpt illustrates Grendel’s constant hesitation 
and doubt over what he knows – or more accurately, rationalizes – to be true or logical. 
Similarly, the excerpt illustrates Grendel’s wish to believe in the Shaper’s stories and his 
attempts to find support in reason and logic. This swaying between logic and desire is 
symptomatic of the postmodern tendency of challenging certainty and harmony. Therefore, 
Grendel becomes the epitome of the postmodern uncertainty noted by David Lodge (226). 
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Similarly, Grendel, struggling with confusion and contradictions between worldviews, slides 
easily into Thomas Docherty’s description of a postmodern character as a montage of torn 
photographs and always only about-to-be (45) (see section 2.2.3). Grendel’s first encounter 
with men takes place while he is stuck and hanging from a tree, and the humans take him for 
a tree spirit going through a period of transition (16–7). Grendel is indeed in transition, but 
his transition or metamorphosis never reaches completion; instead, his identity seems to be 
built of bits and pieces, leaving him forever incomplete and unfulfilled and thus representing 
the postmodern narration, which tends to favour non-teleology and challenge closure and 
harmony (e.g. Hutcheon, Poetics 117; Broich 252). 
Furthermore, “why not” is an apt question to be asked within the monstrous 
discourse as it questions restriction, confinement, categories, and boundaries. “Why not” 
also highlights the ambiguity, non-teleology, and hypothetical tendency of the postmodern 
novel, increasingly intertwining the mode of writing and the notion of monstrosity. In other 
words, the phrase emphasizes the open-endedness and ambivalence of both the postmodern 
novel and the cultural notion of the monster. Fawcett and Jones note and comment on the 
constant hesitation: “Grendel’s conflict, as he holds fast to skepticism yet sways toward 
vision, turning and twisting between mockery and anguish, poetry and black humor, 
continually ironizing his ironies, is our own as inhabitants of the twentieth century” (647). 
Several notions arise from this. Firstly, Grendel is not a clear-cut, one-way, complete, and 
coherent monster; instead, he is in-between, undecided, and occupies a liminal space 
between various worldviews, mainly those represented by the Shaper and the dragon. 
Secondly, Grendel is a postmodern monster in his constant irony and double irony. The 
swaying of his outlook on the world is constant and pure questioning, and as such it 
represents the incredulity of the postmodern state of mind toward fixed systems of belief and 
grand narratives with all-explaining power. Finally, Grendel is carnivalistic in all his swaying 
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and liminality: on the one hand, haunted by the tormenting desire to believe and see meaning 
in all the ideals held up by the human civilization, and, on the other, finding it ridiculous and 
absurd, nonsense to be mocked and laughed at. 
Although the dragon participates explicitly in the story only in one chapter, his 
significance to Grendel and the whole novel is tremendous. Therefore, he deserves attention, 
and particularly in the context of this thesis appears as the representative of the rational 
“truth” and the mentor of the protagonist. However, of course, this “truth” has very little to 
do with such notions as what the novel is all about. As I have suggested earlier, the 
postmodern novel is not about clear and definitive statements, nor about preaching at the 
reader the “correct” worldview. The dragon can be seen simply as a counter-force to the 
“crackpot theories” and the mythologizing tendency of the humans. The open-endedness of 
the novel – albeit Grendel’s death – and the questions that remain unanswered point to no 
obvious conclusion in terms of how one should view the world, or in fact who is right and 
who is wrong. 
 The dragon’s worldview could be called modern-secular in contrast with the 
human society’s mythological or religious way of explaining the world. Why Grendel 
chooses to favour the modern-secular over the mythologized is open to various 
interpretations. Firstly, we may certainly read it as a criticism of the outdated “fiction” of the 
world being created and governed by a higher power. According to the dragon – and Grendel 
– the world has been arranged and constructed by no design but is simply “a mechanical 
chaos of casual, brute enmity on which we stupidly impose our hopes and fears” (13). 
Secondly, a systematic, modern-secular scrutiny of the world might reveal the 
fact that there are no such things as monsters, and that the norms and standards we live by – 
and by which we eagerly give out labels such as “monstrous” and “normal” or “human” and 
“non-human” – are only set by ourselves instead of originating in some higher, omniscient 
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awareness, or being included in the very essence of things, that is, being “natural”. Grendel, 
of course, could rise from his sorry condition should there be a shift of worldviews 
diminishing the importance of the myth of the original fratricide and the two races, one of 
which is cursed for all eternity. 
Thirdly, the dragon’s outlook is a means for Grendel to define and identify 
himself the way monsters tend to do: by negation of his primary point of reference, the 
humans. Naturally, monsters must be devious from that which they threat in order to fulfil 
their function and potential. After all, as stated by Cohen, monsters are defined by their 
difference (MT 7). 
Here, of course, the behind-the-scenes of the construction of the monster’s 
deviancy is seriocomically exposed to the reader, as the dragon nudges Grendel towards 
accepting his monstrous identity: “You are, so to speak, the brute existent by which they 
learn to define themselves. The exile, captivity, death they shrink from – the blunt facts of 
their mortality, their abandonment – that’s what you make them recognize, embrace! You 
are mankind, or man’s condition: inseparable as the mountain-climber and the mountain” 
(Grendel 51; emphasis original). These words of the dragon are immediately relevant in the 
theory of the monster as a cultural construction and character (Cohen, MT 4). The dragon 
explains Grendel his mission and purpose in the otherwise meaningless, mechanical 
existence, and Grendel, although not without a blink, seems to accept it: “My enemies define 
themselves (as the dragon said) on me. As for myself, I could finish them off in a single night 
[...] – yet I hold back. I am hardly blind to the absurdity. Form is function. What will we call 
the Hrothgar-Wrecker when Hrothgar has been wrecked?” (Grendel 65) 
However, despite the dragon’s and consequently Grendel’s clear inclination 
towards questioning and criticizing the “human” outlook, the novel in the end does not 
promote one outlook over the other but maintains an open and questioning stance. This 
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marks the postmodern novel’s tendency towards open-endedness and accepting that there 
are multiple truths. The great guardian of the treasure – the emblem of wisdom – , the dragon, 
although at least presented as all-knowing, can only express one truth among many others, 
which is probably the most disappointing of all lessons Grendel must learn: there are no 
absolute truths to be uncovered, not even in the dragon’s lair. 
The dragon’s omniscience thus becomes comically contrasted with the fact that 
he can only speak for himself. Furthermore, the dragon is nothing more than a character in 
a story narrated by another character, which would suggest that his claim of omniscience can 
hardly be considered a certainty, and therefore his statements begin to lose some of their 
reliability. The story also receives comic tones and carnivalesque elements, as the seemingly 
subjective and polyphonic narration of Grendel is affected, manipulated, or perhaps even 
thwarted – depending on the reading – by the mock-omniscient dictator. This manipulation 
and influence is evident in the recurrent echoes of the dragon’s voice and its effect on 
Grendel in his narration: “[Grendel reminisces the dragon’s words] (‘They’d map put roads 
through Hell with their crackpot theories!’ I recall his laugh.)” (7); “[Grendel of himself:] 
abandoned except for the burnt-blood scent of the dragon” (57); “The scent of the dragon is 
a staleness on the earth” (99). Through these regular references, the dragon, too, can be read 
as a caricature and mockery of the traditional omniscient narrator, who cannot help himself 
but comes along to meddle in and eventually spoil the emancipated character’s narration. 
And yet, this mock-omniscient meddler is – temporarily – de-throned and brought low by 
the exposure of his own false superiority. On one hand, we get an element of postmodern 
hesitation and uncertainty, now over Grendel’s narration, as the meddling dragon seems to 
interrupt the protagonist’s polyphonic narration in a way that seems to make the notion of 
polyphony waver. On the other hand, the scene represents a narratorial dispute settled by the 
novel’s polyphonic mode that also includes the traditional narrator in a democratic manner, 
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hence applying polyphony to the utmost and implementing the use-and-abuse tendency of 
the postmodern novel.  
 Here one might stop on an interesting albeit small detail: what in fact is the 
dragon? The narrator, Grendel, seems to make no fuss about the dragon’s character in any 
other terms besides the beast’s frightening stature, power, and intellect. However, Grendel 
seems to become aware of the dragon’s mind and consciousness before their reported 
meeting, as the dragon’s consciousness echoes in the forest, returning Grendel’s whispers 
and inviting him to share in the wisdom of the beast, or “some live thing old and terrible” 
(33) whose presence Grendel feels around him in the forest. “Why not? the darkness hissed 
around me. [...] Imagination, I knew. Some evil inside myself pushed out into the trees” (37–
8). Finally, he makes for the dragon, but there is no report of traveling; only a mental, 
psychological trip is described: “I made my mind a blank and fell, sank away like a stone 
through earth and sea, toward the dragon” (39). This would suggest reading the dragon as 
nothing more than a mental construction in Grendel’s already crowded mind, a truly horrid 
monster jealously guarding his immeasurably vast treasure, an emblem of great wisdom. 
However, not a single golden cup may be taken from the beast’s hoard; instead, he hands out 
pieces of his wisdom much like Hrothgar gives his thanes gold. 
The dragon-scene symbolizes a mental struggle in Grendel’s mind. The dragon 
personifies all that which Grendel in his heart knows or thinks he knows to be true and logical 
about the world yet which he wishes to be able to explain in another way. The dragon is also 
the pressure felt by Grendel from the outside. Eventually, he must submit to the place in the 
world that is carved out for him not by himself but by everyone else, the humans, and which 
is based on, he knows, crackpot theories and lunacy. 
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3.2 MONSTROUS IDEOLOGY AND QUESTIONING 
 
As discussed in section 2.2., the postmodern novel and the notion of the monster share a 
tendency toward questioning criticism. In Grendel, the postmodern questioning of grand 
narratives is crystallized in the protagonist’s challenging and mockery of a set of traditional 
western values and ideals. Gardner himself has revealed that the novel takes twelve main 
ideas or ideals of the western civilization and goes through them with the critiquing and 
mocking voice of a monster. These ideals are hinted towards in the novel’s twelve chapters, 
conveniently hinting further towards astrological signs (Fawcett & Jones 635). Mark 
Shackleton describes this as “the intertextual play with the Ur-text” and the novel as “a riddle 
waiting to be unpacked” (391). Playing intertextual games with the reader is, as I have 
shown, a peculiar feature in the postmodern mode of writing (Calinescu 243), and in Grendel 
such playfulness is detectable in the chain of reference from the novel’s organization and 
composition to the underlying western values and ideals.  
 The astrological signs hinted towards by the novel’s twelve chapters are one 
side of the network of reference. According to Shackleton, the “astrological framework of 
the novel is in keeping with the overall theme of the novel, which is the search for meaningful 
ways of living in the world” (392). To Grendel, however, “astrology is a cyclical trap, a form 
of determinism that provides no meaningful answers” (392). Interestingly, it seems to be the 
cyclical nature of the flow of time that arouses part of Grendel’s anxiety: the periodic 
recurrence and returning of the seasons and other elements in life, so that each year and each 
epoch brings with it nothing fundamentally novel but rather serves to testify to the absurdity 
and meaninglessness of life. This is exemplified at the beginning of the novel with a 
description of an old ram in the midst of the mating season, having temporarily lost any other 
purpose in life and been filled “with the same unrest that made him suffer last year at this 
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time, and the year before, and the year before that. (He’s forgotten them all.)” (Grendel 1). 
To Grendel, this is like a broken record, an eternal loop the absurdity and ridiculousness of 
which only he seems to be able to grasp, as well as understand and appreciate the tragedy of 
being trapped in it. 
  And yet, such determinism is nearly matched by what the dragon seems to 
provide with his – although debatable – knowledge of all things in the past, the present, and 
the future. He tells Grendel of an apocalypse that will eventually and inevitably come, 
although it will not be “a real ending of course, not even a beginning. Mere ripple in Time’s 
stream” (50). Despite the ultimate cycle of ashes to ashes on the cosmic scale, the dragon’s 
time conception is linear, always forward towards the apparently foreseen doom and 
emptiness. Astrology seems to have no part in this worldview, although the dragon, having 
lost his status of undisputable omniscience, suddenly seems rather like a celestial messenger 
communicating an apocalypse myth to the shaman, Grendel, visiting him in the astral 
domain. Despite the shamanistic-mythic reading, this is the worldview and truth Grendel 
adopts and through which he begins to challenge the human tendency of projecting onto the 
world notions that originate in “man’s cunning mind” [the dragon’s voice] (50). 
 Grendel’s questioning and incredulous stance towards the human ideals is a 
rather sharp reflection of the failure of or incredulity towards grand narratives, which are 
“narrations with a legitimating function” (Lyotard, “Apostil” 19). Unlike myths, which seek 
the legitimation of today in the past, grand narratives or metanarratives look for legitimacy 
precisely “in an Idea to be realized” (“Apostil” 18), that is, they look to the future. 
Nevertheless, both myths and grand narratives, despite the details in their functional 
definitions, provide a source of meaning projectable onto life and the world. By the 
narratives of the meta-level, an individual may satisfy his/her desire for meaning in the world 
from which all meaning seems occasionally to depart. Such desire is also felt by Grendel, 
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whose persona is throughout the novel determined precisely by the conflict between this 
desire and his incredulity and violent subversion of the grand narratives that guide and give 
meaning to the lives of Hrothgar’s people. 
Fawcett and Jones interpret and discuss the “twelve traps”, the twelve western 
ideals or grand narratives, in the novel and discover such ideals as art (Grendel, chapter 3), 
heroism (chapter 6), loyalty (chapter 8), and religion (chapter 9) (Fawcett and Jones 637–
40), among others. According to them, “[i]t is […] [the] ability to make imaginative 
connections that is at the core of all twelve of the heroic ideals. For each involves a generous 
movement beyond the self, the individual consciousness, toward someone or something 
else” (642). It is at these ideals and the expression of them in the form of projecting them 
“beyond the self”, onto the world that Grendel directs his ferocious challenging. In this 
function, Grendel comes to represent the postmodern project of challenge and questioning 
of the naturalized notions about the world. 
It would be out of proportion to discuss here all the grand and more minor 
narratives the twelve chapters of the novel represent. Therefore, an example will suffice. In 
chapter 8, addressing the ideal of loyalty, Grendel watches a young orphan relative of 
Hrothgar, Hrothulf, being taken in by the King and his wife. However, this boy is a “sweet 
scorpion” (81) – further hinting to the astrological sign of Scorpio –, disloyalty represented 
in a human form, because he will one day revolt against his king and kin. For such purposes 
he is counselled by the old anarchistic man called Red Horse. Grendel enjoys this scene and 
development, “sucking glee from spite” (84), because Hrothulf’s subversive goal is in line 
with his. However, in this chapter, Grendel in fact only acts as a spectator: instead of 
implementing himself the idea of violent questioning, he watches it grow in Hrothulf (84). 
Since Grendel is bound to Hrothgar by no ties of loyalty, it is only suitable that the ideal at 
hand is subverted and betrayed by Hrothulf, who would have, in addition to being Hrothgar’s 
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kin, all the debt of having been salvaged from the curse of orphanage to pay for with his 
loyalty.  
Red Horse’s counsel to Hrothulf speaks of the ruling ideology and the 
monstrous ex-centrics who do not fit in: “Rewards to people who fit the System best, you 
know. King’s immediate thanes, the thanes’ top servants, and so on till you come to the 
people who don’t fit at all. No problem. Drive them to the darkest corners of the kingdom, 
starve them, throw them in jail or put them out to war” (85). This description of the 
methodology of the hegemonic ideology rather practically brings together the notion of the 
monster and the idea of the ex-centrics the postmodern novel tends to foreground, the 
marginalized people(s): those who do not fit are driven to the margins but still kept within 
the utmost border in order to spread the influence of the centre on them and to make them 
subject to the obligations such as military service or taxes and, finally, to make them believe 
in the system and desire its membership. Even Grendel can be categorized as such an ex-
centric, although he is not exactly expected to do his part for society. However, what is 
noteworthy is, along with his status as the most unfitting and feared outsider, his 
simultaneous desire to exist in harmony with and participate in the project of his 
discriminators: “’Mercy! Peace!’ […]. I sank to my knees, crying, ‘Friend! Friend!’” (36). 
However, as Red Horse suggests, the methodology and legitimacy of the ruling 
ideology is based on the narrative of “common agreement” and the “fiction of consent” (85) 
held up by those in power in order to stay in power. Another key fiction put to work for the 
ruling ideology and worldview in the novel is the representation of the status of history as 
an absolute truth. This is one of the core ideas challenged by Grendel, from his point of view 
the rather obviously imaginary tales of the heroic past, myths, told in order to legitimize the 
power of the ruling ideology. As shown above, the dragon’s omniscience and status as the 
guardian of the objective truth begins to crumble. Similarly, the whole notion of objective 
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truth is brought under questioning in terms of narrative representations of the past. Here, 
Grendel challenges the human historiography – intoned by the Shaper –, which he describes 
as “ringing phrases, magnificent, golden, and all of them, incredibly, lies” (29). In Grendel, 
all history, even that by the pseudo-omniscient dragon, is thus questioned and rendered or 
demoted to a set of subjective narratives. Finally, at the moment of Grendel’s death, there is 
still no “truth” to be held on to, no certainty offered for consolation, as all truths – the 
dragon’s, the Shaper’s – have been de-naturalized and revealed as representations. 
 In the novel, it is particularly the Shaper who is described as excelling in his 
manipulative representation of history. The Shaper’s method is art, poetry and song, and 
Grendel is there to witness the bard’s charm at his arrival: 
So he sang – or intoned, with the harp behind him – twisting together like 
sailors’ ropes the bits and pieces of the best old songs. The people were hushed. 
Even the surrounding hills were hushed, as if brought low by language. He 
knew his art. He was king of Shapers, harpstring scratchers (oakmoss-bearded, 
inspired by winds). [...] He would sing the glory of Hrothgar’s line and gild his 
wisdom and stir up his men to more daring deeds, for a price. (28–9) 
The Shaper’s art works in the field of the aesthetic, appealing to the emotional side of human 
conception: “Men wept like children: children sat stunned. It went on and on, a fire more 
dread than any visible fire” (29). However, it is also the method of passing on historical 
knowledge through the generations. Whether sung, intoned, or written, the events considered 
as historical facts are only accessible through the medium of language, and language is 
always, involuntarily or on purpose, susceptible to manipulation and misapprehension. The 
knowledge the Shaper passes on is never even meant to be a perfectly accurate and correct 
description in terms of what really took place in the past. However, the Shaper’s tales are the 
“truth” of the hegemonic ideology and the centre, and it is this truth that Grendel eventually 
57 
 
comes to challenge with his own ex-centric truth. 
 Thus, the Shaper provides Hrothgar’s kingdom with the subjective 
understanding of the historic past, the valour and great deeds of the ancestors and past rulers: 
“The man had changed the world, had torn up the past by its thick, gnarled roots and had 
transmuted it, and they, who knew the truth, remembered it his way – and so did I” (29–30). 
Even Grendel is at first deeply moved and affected by the Shaper’s tale of the heroic past: “I 
also remembered, as if it had happened, great Scyld, of whose kingdom no trace remained, 
and his farsighted son, of whose greater kingdom no trace remained” (30). However, Grendel 
knows this is, despite its magnificence, all lies (29). Of course, the manipulation is already 
indicated by the name, the Shaper. The bard truly shapes the past, the reality, and the minds 
of men. He takes his material and shapes it into a form that he desires or his king’s cause 
requires. He creates the world with his words. 
 However, the world the Shaper creates does not originate in him. “His fingers 
picked infallibly, as if moved by something beyond his power, and the words stitched 
together out of ancient songs, the scenes interwoven out of dreary tales, made a vision 
without seams, an image of himself yet not-himself” (34). The material is not his own, and 
Grendel describes him as a “blind selector, almost mindless: a bird”, and seems to deny his 
responsibility for the contents and ideas of his art (34) because he is, after all, only a 
mocking-bird. “He sang for pay” (34), as does a Shaper with no romantic vision of his art 
originating in himself or of expressing his soul in his art. In fact, the Shaper is a postmodern 
author and poet, rewriting, using, and abusing the past narratives, combining, mixing, and 
compiling a Frankenstein’s monster out of bits and pieces of previous texts. For it is a 
monstrous thing to weave such a vast web of lies with which to manipulate people to believe 
and think and do as one sees fit for the advancement of one’s own cause. And yet, such 
ingenuity is praised and pursued. After all, as the proverb goes, the pen is mightier than the 
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sword, and it is poetry, not brutal physical force, that nearly manages to subdue Grendel and 
even make him accept his own vile position in the human world that is ultimately hostile to 
the likes of Grendel: “I wanted it, yes! Even if I must be the outcast, cursed by the rules of 
his hideous fable” (38). Grendel learns that he yearns for a myth or a metanarrative to make 
sense of his miserable life and the senseless world around him. Eventually, however, he 
refuses to succumb to the false sense of meaning and the ghastly identity offered by the 
Shaper’s lore. He refuses the grand narratives held up by Hrothgar’s regime. 
 For Grendel, the question of the past is a particularly troublesome one: what is 
the past of the alienated, ex-centric monster? Grendel has no past, or, more accurately, his 
family has no past, no myths to explain the world, and therefore Grendel receives no legacy 
from the preceding generations in terms of the past and history, and in terms of who he is 
and of his place in the world. In other words, Grendel’s past has never been constructed for 
him with language and tales: “Don’t ask!” his mother forbids (5). Because Grendel lives a 
life without a past, he craves for it and tries to participate in the myths and grand narratives 
of the humans only to realize that this past is nothing but a story, a fairy-tale with an 
underlying aim of reasserting the hegemonic ideology. 
 The creation of reality and the past with words is symptomatic of the 
postmodern novel’s tendency to foreground the notion of all reality’s being fictional. Not 
only the representation of history but all reality begins to appear unstable, fluid, and ever 
shifting, as Grendel realizes: “I create the whole universe, blink by blink” (13). The boundary 
between fiction and reality becomes blurred, Grendel seems to understand, because reality 
is made out of fictions. This notion begins to manifest itself in concrete ways for Grendel at 
the end of the novel: “I jump back without thinking (whispering wildly: jump back without 
thinking)” (120, original emphasis). His whispers begin to resemble a narration of a fiction. 
The scene described in the following passage is the one in which Grendel encounters the 
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Beowulf-character, who casts him into both physical and mental agony:  
And now something worse. He's [Beowulf] whispering – spilling words like 
showers of sleet, his mouth three inches from my ear. I will not listen. I 
continue whispering. As long as I whisper myself I need not hear. His syllables 
lick at me, chilly fire. […] “Grendel, Grendel! You make the world by whispers, 
second by second. Are you blind to that? [...] Feel the wall: is it not hard? He 
smashes me against it, breaks open my forehead. Hard, yes! Observe the 
hardness, write it down in careful runes. Now sing of walls! Sing!” (120–1; 
emphasis original) 
Words are highly potent and become associated with various natural elements. The world 
itself around Grendel seems to be made out of barely concealed words, like the façade of a 
virtual reality, actually built up with signs in rows, code, a language: “the old lake hissing 
and gurgling behind me, whispering patterns of words my sanity resists” (4). Of course, a 
world created with code implies a creator and a design by which the world is created, a 
notion that Grendel in his nihilism and incredulity cannot accept. 
 Thus, the monstrous protagonist serves as the spokesperson for the challenging 
and questioning tendency of the postmodern novel, which shares much with the project of 
the monster as a cultural construct of critique and questioning. In Grendel, this criticism is 
implemented through revealing the devices and strategies behind such notions as grand 
narratives and ideological and cultural naturalizations. The critique of the cultural and 
ideological establishment becomes even clearer as this postmodern novel is read as a 
carnivalesque text, as will be done in the next section. 
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3.3 THE MONSTER’S CARNIVAL 
 
The aim of this section is to foreground the ways in which Grendel shares in the spirit of 
carnival. I argue that Grendel as a postmodern novel continues the tradition of carnivalesque 
literatures and that reading carnivalistic elements into it consolidates the characterization of 
the postmodern novel as a monstrous text. 
 The carnivalesque in Grendel is present in several subversive scenes and 
elements. Firstly, Grendel’s attacks against Hrothgar’s tribe and meadhall are subversions of 
the predominant social and political order in the realm. For the duration of the attacks, the 
ex-centric de-thrones the hegemonic figure, and Hrothgar is presented as weak and cowardly, 
unable and unwilling to defend his young wife while Grendel holds her by the legs and is 
about to tear her apart (78). However, Grendel spares the life of the queen and by doing so 
enacts a subversion of his own predominant habits. It is, he tries to convince himself, because 
killing her would be “meaningless, […] mere pointless pleasure, an illusion of order” (78), 
but again his hesitation and confusion are present: “I hung balanced, a creature of two minds; 
and one of them said – unreasonable, stubborn as the mountains – that she was beautiful” 
(79). Grendel can never truly escape the influence of the aesthetics represented by the 
predominant social order and established worldview; it is the emotional reaction caused by 
the sensation of beauty – a meaningless, ridiculous sensation – that changes Grendel’s mind 
and restores part of the subverted order. 
 Grendel’s visits to Hrothgar’s meadhall are carnivalistic because they 
implement the double nature of the carnival: death and renewal. Death is obvious. Grendel’s 
visits are to a great extent murderous ravings and feast on human flesh and blood. He brings 
with him total destruction of human individuals: the humans bury “whatever arms or legs or 
heads my haste has left behind” (7). However, in the carnivalistic death and destruction, 
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there is always the renewal, the new rise: “up in the shattered hall, the builders are 
hammering, replacing the door for (it must be) the fiftieth or sixtieth time”, making small 
and rather insignificant improvements (7). The carnivalistic spectacle of dismemberment 
and death is not permanent but temporary, and is followed by a period of restored and 
renewed social order. In fact, as Grendel comes to realize, it is he himself that through violent 
challenging renews the challenged and thus inscribed, used and abused, social order of 
Hrothgar’s kingdom: “This nobility of his, this dignity: are they not my work? What was he 
before? Nothing!” (88; emphasis original). Hence, Grendel’s acts of violence have a 
carnivalistic and parodic double function. 
 Grendel’s violence is also connected to the concept of the grotesque, which is 
included in the notion of carnival. Bakhtin describes the grotesque image as “ugly, 
monstrous, hideous from the point of view of the ‘classic’ aesthetics” (Rabelais 25). Unlike 
the ready-made and completed beings, the grotesque images “remain ambivalent and 
contradictory” (25). Moreover, the “grotesque image reflects a phenomenon in 
transformation, an as yet unfinished metamorphosis, of death and birth, growth and 
becoming” (24). Grendel is precisely this ugly, contradictory, unfinished image, the 
grotesque monster. He is the ambivalent ex-centric rejected by and incompatible with the 
predominant social order and aesthetics. The postmodern conception of the grotesque 
monster deems the beast as ever shifting and never reaching the end of its metamorphosis. 
Thus, change is the only constant for the monster, which is always only about-to-be. 
 Grendel’s grotesque character is evident in his method of violence and 
anthropophagy or cannibalism: it is expressed in the physical destruction, dismemberment, 
and ingestion (e.g. 6) of his victims, and in the descriptions of the gushing blood (e.g. 56) 
and scattered body parts (e.g. 7). This foregrounds the bodily dimension of the grotesque. It 
is also explicit in the foul language and forms of billingsgate (“curses, scatological jokes, 
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and comic tricks” (Vaught 5), exemplified respectively on pages 36, 62 & 78, 60–4 [the latter 
referring to the comical toying with the self-proclaimed hero Unferth]), which have a 
subversive significance in the carnivalistic tradition and grotesque literature (Bakhtin, 
Rabelais 27). For Grendel, such jests and profanities of language work as a tool of subversion 
and challenging. Similarly, when Grendel is about to kill the queen, he lifts her up by the 
legs exposing her genitalia, or “the ugly hole between her legs”, which he intends to cook 
over the fire (Grendel 78). Thus, Grendel’s actions foreground the bodily lower stratum, the 
body parts “through which the world enters the body or emerges from it” (Bakhtin, Rabelais 
26), which is a central notion to the idea of the grotesque body. Here the grotesque notion is 
in double, as the cooking over fire obviously suggests towards the subsequent ingestion of 
what is cooked. 
 Grendel cannot escape being subverted himself. His first encounter with 
humans takes place while he is stuck between tree trunks by his leg. Before the humans 
arrive, Grendel, unable to defend himself, is attacked by a bull (12–4). This setting subverts 
the predominant power relations and temporarily de-thrones Grendel, making him play the 
victim’s part, subjugating him under the destructive force of the bull. Furthermore, it is the 
bull that evokes a monstrous description by Grendel: “He [the bull] could slam me right out 
of the tree with one blow […], maybe tearing the foot off, and then he could gore me to death 
at his leisure in the grass” (12). Hence, this scene also presents a subversion in terms of the 
monster status: the bull becomes the monster, the raging beast. However, this shift in status 
is somewhat insignificant to Grendel because for him, monstrosity, a notion formulated, 
established, and defined by the humans, does not represent moral evil and pure, flat 
malevolence. Instead, Grendel, a monster himself, understands that the bull’s “monstrous” 
behaviour is simply due to the impulse of protecting the nearby calf (12), that is, justified 
and “acceptable” in a sense, albeit being purely mechanical and un-designed, as are all 
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functions of the nature from Grendel’s nihilist point of view. 
 However, the carnivalesque in the novel is best conveyed through constant 
descriptions of laughter, particularly in times of transition and change. The bull scene is one 
such occasion, as Grendel opens his eyes to the first realization that the world is devoid of 
any fundamental meaning, that it is “a mechanical chaos of casual, brute enmity” (13). With 
this realization comes the laughter, even “anarchistic laughter” (14), that seems to be directed 
at everything and nothing in particular. It is carnival laughter, also including in its scope the 
one who laughs. 
 Another moment of transformation is the realization and implementation of the 
dragon’s truth: 
I was transformed. I was a new focus for the clutter of space I stood in […]. I 
had become, myself, the mama I’d searched the cliffs for once in vain. […] I 
had become something, as if born again. I had hung between possibilities 
before, between the cold truths I knew and the heart-sucking conjuring tricks 
of the Shaper; now that was passed: I was Grendel, Ruiner of Meadhalls, 
Wrecker of Kings! (56; emphasis original) 
This is the moment of the monster’s birth, the crystallization of the cultural context into 
which the monster is born and from which it derives its function and meaning. Again, the 
moment of transformation evokes carnivalistic laughter: “I felt laughter welling up inside 
me – at the dragon’s charm, at Hrothgar’s whispering and trembling by the meadhall door, 
at everything – the oblivious trees and sky, the witless moon” (55). Clear correlation can be 
detected between Grendel’s deathly raids, the transformation, and the carnivalistic laughter, 
as they are all part of Grendel’s repertoire in performing the carnival spirit. 
 The novel presents Hrothgar’s court as the representative party of the 
established social order. As such, it is contrasted with Grendel’s carnivalistic spirit and 
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behaviour. The festivities of Hrothgar’s court are official and serious, with no room for gay 
laughter and merriment. The festive occasions, such as when the Shaper performs, in the 
court are very ceremonious and pompous (e.g. pages 27–9, 54, 76), as their purpose is to 
consolidate and consecrate the established social order. For such purposes, laughter is ill-
fitting (Bakhtin, Rabelais 9). In fact, the rare descriptions of laughter within the meadhall 
hardly share in the carnival spirit; instead, the laughter of the humans has a purely negative 
undertone. For example, as the hero Unferth refuses a refill of his mead cup, he is ridiculed 
by others: “Down at the table a man made bold by mead said, ‘Men have been known to kill 
their brothers when they’ve too much mead. Har har’” (74). The reference to Unferth’s dark 
fratricidal past leaves no doubt about the markedly negative tone of the laughter that is 
merely a bitter reaction to an isolated occasion of rather dark humour. 
 The contrast is also evident in the raid scenes. Whereas Grendel is constantly 
described laughing, the humans, “their shoulders hunched against my laughter” (55), retain 
their solemn spirit: “Someone yelled, ‘Remember this hour, ye thanes of Hrothgar, the boasts 
you made as the meadbowl passed! Remember our good king’s gift of rings and pay him 
with all your might for his many kindnesses!’” (57). The scene symbolically illustrates a 
collision of the two contrasting festivals: on one side, the carnival represented by Grendel, 
and on the other, the official feast of the king’s court. 
 The ending scene of Grendel reveals yet another dimension of the 
carnivalesque tendency in the form of a mock-closure. The end offers the reader no answers 
regarding the profound existential problems Grendel has wrestled with; instead, uncertainty 
and hesitation prevail. The ending is a mock-closure because, although Grendel stubbornly 
insists on the accident to the bitter end, the reader, presumably familiar with the intertext, 
the original Beowulf that the novel rewrites and parodies, or at least familiar with the main 
conventions of the heroic tale, is likely to understand that it was, after all, no accident but 
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that it was only to be expected. Grendel’s death was written and meant to happen: that much 
can be expected due to the close relation with the original poem. This turns the question of 
truth upside-down once again: Grendel, who has throughout the story been the holder of the 
rational “truth”, as opposed to the mythological-religious ideals and make-believe of the 
humans, is in the end the one who insist upon a fairy-tale and make-believe. Grendel cannot 
see that his fate was predetermined, but the reader knows all along what is coming, and the 
novel is built upon that notion and upon playing with that knowledge: it represents a 
metafictional and intertextual game and as such appears as a rebuke for the whole notion of 
“accident”, because the game, just as Grendel’s death, is carefully engineered and designed. 
This metafictional element reveals the behind-the-scenes of creating a narrative. 
The ending is also metafictional in that it reveals the technique of the 
postmodern novel as both user and abuser of the material and conventions it parodies 
(Hutcheon, Poetics 57). The mockery of the ending is the using and abusing of the traditional 
method of a neat closure: the death of the monster in the hands of the hero. This is how the 
postmodern novel becomes the monster, as threatens and challenges the naturalized, 
established, and traditional form, ideas, and conventions. Thus, as Stotesbury (2) suggests, 
the novel Grendel with its deconstructive and subversive potential calls for new perspectives 
on how we determine the heroic and the monstrous: while Grendel is humanized and, at least 
in terms of narrative structure, treated in a similar way the hero would be treated in a more 
traditional narrative, the Beowulf-character receives many monstrous descriptions and 
features, such as fiery breath (Grendel 121–2) and wings coming out of his shoulders (120), 
the unnaturally or supernaturally strong grip of his hand as well as his otherwise immense 
physical strength (120), and the description of him as mentally unstable, “crazy” (122). In 
other words, the traditional hero is threatened and subverted by the mode of the monstrous 
novel by “infecting” him with the disease of monstrosity. Furthermore, the Beowulf-
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character is never named in the novel but remains anonymous to the end. This is an indication 
of monstrous alienation and Otherness, because naming is a step towards knowing and 
understanding, and Grendel is affected by “the twin desire to name that which is difficult to 
apprehend and to domesticate (and therefore disempower) that which threatens” (Cohen 
viii). Grendel comes to identify the stranger at the very moment of their grotesque 
handshake, and he recognizes him as his “dear long-lost brother, kinsman-thane” (Grendel 
120). However, for Grendel, it is already too late, as his doom is inevitable, and the monster’s 
period of carnival has come to an end. 
The Beowulf-character is also the parodic double of the carnivalistic Grendel. 
According to Foust, 
Grendel finds fulfillment at the moment of his destruction in an embrace with 
a double, a being who is also both chthonic and human. In this way Gardner 
uses parody for a non-parodistic purpose: Grendel mocks because he is 
incomplete, like Frankenstein's Monster, but with the coming of his second-
self he finds completeness in his fated destruction. The inhuman defines the 
human by giving it purpose and direction, while the human is the limit by 
which we know our inhuman selves. (450) 
The parody here works both ways precisely because of the blurring of the dualistic 
categorization of human–inhuman and hero–monster. Both mock and parody one another: 
Grendel is a mockery of the traditional hero and yet, at the same time, remains the monster, 
the one who must be defeated at the end; the Beowulf-character, on the other hand, is a 
subversion of the traditional hero, as there is something pathological about him, elements 
that make him appear monstrous (such as mentioned above). In the union of the two, the 
traditional roles become intertwined and confused, subverted. The hero and the monster, the 
human and the non-human, are not absolute categories but rather need each other in order to 
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be defined, just as the carnival finds its focus in the subversion of the official culture and 
established order. 
 In addition to the Beowulf-character, there are several other characters in the 
novel describable as Grendel’s carnivalistic doubles. These include the Shaper, as a fellow 
albeit adversarial “creator” of the world through words, Hrothgar, as the representative of 
the force of which Grendel defines himself as the counter-force, and as the advocate of his 
own vision, which Grendel contradicts, and Hrothulf, in whom Grendel might almost see 
himself, challenging the cornerstones of Hrothgar’s cultural and political regime and 
receiving counsel from an age-old radicalist. These multiple doubles foreground the 
carnivalesque tone and mode of the novel. However, apart from the Beowulf-character, none 
of them can bring Grendel the fulfilment discussed by Foust (450), because none of them 
can fulfil the function of the decrowning double (Bakhtin, Problems 127). Thus, in many 
ways, the novel is a story of searching for that something or someone able to give meaning 
to life and to the world, that is, looking past myths and metanarratives for something real 
and more profound. When Grendel finally comes across that someone, the only answer he 
finds is the one he has known all along: that he does not fit the System, that he is an outsider, 
an alien, the Other, and that he must perish. This is the postmodern simultaneous assertion 
and subversion of the notion of closure: we get closure but in a subverted form, a closure 
that is in fact a mere ending and not a proper closure because no answers are given, no secrets 
revealed, no peace (of mind) restored. It seems the dragon may after all have had it right: 
“Not a real ending of course, nor even a beginning. Mere ripple in Time’s stream” (50). 
 Thus, the postmodern novel begins to appear monstrous in its tendency to 
question, subvert, and break boundaries. Grendel is a monster, because of three main 
arguments, which I have discussed in this thesis. Firstly, the novel subverts a number of 
traditional narrative strategies and gives voice to an ex-centric, monstrous protagonist-
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narrator in a polyphonic manner. Thus, the mode of the postmodern novel shares in the 
cultural notion of the monster. Secondly, Grendel as a monstrous text criticizes the human 
condition through its peculiarly postmodern tendency to expose and challenge various 
cultural, political, and ideological conceptions that arise from the novel’s reading. Thirdly, 
Grendel, as part of the carnivalesque literary tradition, is unavoidably attached to and 
anchored in, even in its subversive and challenging function, the multitude of forms and 
traditions it parodies. Similarly, the monster is bound to the climate of fear and anxiety that 
brought it forth. Therefore, the monstrous novel combines in its non-destructive parody both 
the use and abuse of its material, and the narrative never reaches a closure – only a mock-
closure – but remains somewhere just out of reach, always about-to-be. 
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4. CONCLUSION 
 
In this thesis, I have analysed John Gardner’s Grendel as a monstrous postmodern novel. 
The theoretical premise of the thesis was formed by three major topics: the theorization of 
the cultural notion of the monster, the theory of the postmodern novel, and the Bakhtinian 
concepts of polyphony and carnival. My aim was to show that the postmodern novel and the 
notion of monstrosity go hand in hand and share in each other’s projects of critique and 
challenging, as well as share various strategic devices. Another goal was to link the concepts 
of polyphony and carnival with the union of the monster and the postmodern novel, and to 
show how these concepts are connected with both of the other major notions. In other words, 
I attempted to demonstrate how each part of this trinity speaks the same language of 
polyphonic inclusion rather than exclusion and foregrounds those who are excluded: the ex-
centrics and the marginalized groups and people, the monstrous Others, the participants of 
the carnival. 
In the analysis of the novel Grendel, my aim has been to read the novel in the 
theoretical framework set in section 2. Firstly, I analysed the narration and issues of 
characterization in the novel. The novel’s monstrous narrator does seem to bring together in 
its narration and characteristics the literary mode of the postmodern novel and the cultural 
concept and notion of the monster. Through a polyphonic, metafictional, ambiguous, and 
non-teleological narration, the monster gets its voice heard in a story that subverts and inverts 
the typical compositions of the traditional third-person narrative. This inversion blurs the 
distinction into such categories as hero and monster and challenges them as naturalized 
conceptions. The novel also suggests a stance of incredulity towards other naturalized ways 
of seeing the world, towards grand narratives. However, the novel cannot deny the desire for 
such world-explaining narratives, and this is particularly the paradoxical condition of 
70 
 
Grendel, who is monstrously hung between his desire and his incredulity, never finished, 
always only about-to-be. Thus, this postmodern novel joins the monstrous project, and 
Grendel – or Grendel – is the fruit of this union. 
Secondly, focusing on the questioning stance of the novel reveals the 
postmodern and monstrous way in which it challenges a number of traditional and 
naturalized values and ideals of the western world. However, the novel does not seek to 
completely deny these ideals; instead, in accordance with the postmodern tendency to use 
and abuse, to both assert and subvert simultaneously, the object of critique, Grendel manages 
to provide a hypothetical and non-teleological critique of the flaws of humanity. This is also 
evident in the narrating protagonist, who, despite his violent challenging, has no ultimate 
goal of destroying Hrothgar, because it would also mean his own undoing, as his identity 
comes to originate in and be derivable from his enemy. Nevertheless, the process of critique 
and challenging in Grendel is conducted from the monstrous ex-centric’s point of view, and 
it is directed at the naturalized conceptions forced and held fast by Hrothgar’s hegemony, 
which does so through maintaining and propagating narratives of the mythical past as well 
as of a glorious future legitimating and sanctifying the present status quo and Hrothgar’s rule 
and truths. These narratives and their status as truth, as well as the status of all history as 
truth, are questioned and revealed as mere representations. Here the novel also speaks of 
itself, as the Shaper – and Grendel too – is paralleled with the postmodern author, and his 
art is described as unoriginal referencing of past narratives. 
Thirdly, the analysis reveals the novel’s carnivalistic spirit, and the 
protagonist’s endeavours receive characterizations that connect them in the tradition of the 
carnival. Such features include Grendel’s all-inclusive carnivalistic laughter, the temporary 
subversion of the prevailing social order, the grotesque imagery and graphic violence, and 
the novel’s tone of carnivalistic parody. These features, as I have shown, are connected with 
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and utilized by the postmodern novel in its repertoire of devices. Thus, the postmodern novel 
shares in the spirit of carnival and can be regarded as the descendant of the carnivalesque 
literary tradition. The novel’s carnivalism is also evident in Grendel’s character and in the 
monster’s constant struggle with his never-completed identity. Grendel is the grotesque body 
of carnival, and the monster that remains in a liminal space and never gets to the end of its 
metamorphosis. Thus, the protagonist represents the feast of carnival, whereas his 
opponent’s regime and culture is the representation of the official feast, which the former 
challenges and temporarily subverts. This links together the three aspects of interest in this 
thesis: the monster, the postmodern novel, and the carnivalistic spirit and practice that 
foreground the other two. 
And yet, the carnival is only temporary, and it does not destroy the prevailing 
social order. Instead, it receives its drive, function, and meaning in the social reality outside 
itself, to which it is inevitably anchored. Similarly, as the monsters are our children and their 
origins within us (Cohen, MT 20), so are the origins of the postmodern novel deep within 
the literary tradition it seeks to question. This is why its questioning is not truly destructive 
and completely denying and why it must always in a very carnivalistic manner also laugh at 
and critique itself in order to laugh at and critique its objects. Thus, the monster and the 
postmodern novel share in each other’s projects, and, as I have shown in this thesis, this 
kinship and interparticipation is readable in Grendel, which realizes it in a carnivalistic spirit 
and fashion. Therefore, it is both justified and illustrative to call the postmodern novel a 
monstrous text. Of course, all novels characterizable as postmodern may not so easily offer 
readings that necessitate or mandate such a definition, but in the case of texts like Grendel 
this status seems particularly applicable and fitting. 
The scope and view of this thesis have naturally been rather narrow, and 
several topics of interest remain unaddressed in terms of the postmodern novel as a 
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monstrous text. Such topics might include a much deeper analysis of the ways in which the 
monster – both in the case of Grendel and in general – is harnessed for the purposes of the 
critique and questioning of grand narratives and other naturalized social and cultural notions. 
In many ways, the depth of analysis this thesis provides remains introductive, albeit, as such, 
perhaps adequately proportioned to the expected scale of the thesis. In addition, although 
this thesis focuses on a rewriting of the epic Beowulf, the actual intertextual relationship per 
se is only very briefly covered except as part of the theoretical framework. Thus, this thesis 
has only briefly addressed and analysed the complex network of textual reference in Grendel 
not only in relation to Beowulf, the most immediate intertext, but also in relation to various 
other intertexts, literary or other. An analysis of the novel’s intertextuality could also better 
address the intertextual games and carnivalistic jests played by the postmodern novel. 
Furthermore, reading the postmodern novel as a monster can also be applied in the analysis 
of various other texts. In a sense, Grendel provides an obvious starting point, because the 
novel revolves in concrete terms around the themes of monstrosity and the questioning of 
prevailing social and cultural ideas. However, the postmodern novel need not necessarily 
deal with an explicitly monstrous character to enable reading it as a monster. After all, 
challenging such marginalization is at the core of the monster’s agenda of questioning and 
critique, and potential further research should include the applying of the idea of the 
postmodern novel as a monster particularly in the context of a novel that is, compared to 
Grendel, less explicitly monstrous. 
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